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prologue

THE SHADOWY KNIGHTS

S
everal stock actors from Richmond’s Dramatic Star Company 
joined a secret society that was spreading across the country during 
the summer of 1859. Called the Knights of the Golden Circle (KGC), 

it was dedicated to promoting southern rights and expanding American 
hegemony over the “Golden Circle” region that encompassed the Carib-
bean islands, Central America, and Mexico. Among the new recruits was a 
strikingly handsome twenty-year-old cast member from Maryland—John 
Wilkes Booth—whose now-deceased father was a theatrical icon. The 
Knights offered Booth, like other young men on the make, the chance for 
military adventure and foreign treasure wrapped up in the knightly mys-
tique made popular by Sir Walter Scott. Growing up in Maryland, Booth 
had attended a military academy and been a member of the Know-Nothing  
Party. He relished involvement in secret societies as well as the chivalric 
code and military trappings.1

 Young Booth (who, to assert his independence, went by the name “Wil-
kes”) had been hired into the Richmond acting company of George Kunkel 
and John T. Ford in 1858 through the intervention of his well-known thes-
pian brother Edwin. Wilkes had been welcomed into the upper echelons of 
Richmond society and basked in the gracious southern hospitality. By the 
summer of 1859, he was running around with similar high-spirited young 
men from the very best Richmond families, who were also enamored of 
chivalric mystique and military display. Many of them belonged to local 
militia units such as the prestigious Richmond Blues, whose members in-
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cluded Obadiah Jennings Wise, the rambunctious son of Virginia’s then-
sitting governor.2

 Over the next few years, Wilkes Booth would rise to become a prominent  
leader in the Knights. He would draw on his KGC connections to obtain 
special access and favors that, among other things, enabled him to wit-
ness the hanging of the abolitionist zealot John Brown at Harpers Ferry. 
During the Civil War, he would rely on his knightly brothers for help in 
carrying out clandestine smuggling operations on behalf of the South. At 
the end of the war, he would seek their assistance in carrying out his auda-
cious plan to remove the American president.
 The Knights were a militant oath-bound secret society dedicated to 
promoting southern rights (including slavery) and extending American 
hegemony over the Golden Circle region. Membership was open to all 
southern men of good character as well as northern men who stood by 
the constitutional claims of the South. KGC recruiters told membership 
candidates, like Booth, that the society was dedicated to expansion south-
ward and protecting constitutional liberties from the ravages of abolition-
ists and “Black Republicans.” But the higher degrees of the society were 
pledged to a further secret proslavery and empire-building agenda that 
was not fully shared with the lower degrees.3 By formulating their rituals 
around the real-world goals of Southern Hemisphere conquest and south-
ern rights, the Knights were most like the revolutionary secret societies 
operating in Europe, such as “Young Italy” headed by Giuseppe Mazzini, 
which was dedicated to the reunification of Italy through insurrectionary 
action.4

 Booth likely initially joined the First, or military, Degree, referred to 
as the “Knights of the Iron Hand.” This included the rank-and-file of the 
KGC’s army, which in 1859 was reported to number around seven thousand.  
The smaller Second Degree, known as the “Knights of the True Faith,” 
was the commercial and financial division dedicated to raising funds and 
providing the Knights’ army with logistical support including ammuni-
tion, horses, and other supplies. At the top of the hierarchy was the Third, 
or governing, Degree, known as the “Knights of the Columbian Star.” This 
degree established laws, policies, and overall objectives for the KGC and 
then passed them down to lower-degree members, who had sworn an oath 
to obey. Much of the Third Degree’s controversial ritual was kept oral, and 
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its membership (which included loosely a∞liated politicians) was not even 
disclosed to those in the lower two degrees.5

 Knights in a given area were organized into a lodge called a “castle” that 
often met at a local meeting hall, barn, or warehouse such as those along 
the Richmond waterfront. A sentinel guarded the entrance to prevent un-
authorized intrusion, and members were required to supply the password 
for entry. The regular castle meeting began with a prayer by the chaplain. 
The treasurer then collected dues, part of which was forwarded to the 
KGC’s national headquarters. Following this, the captain entertained new 
business and gave a fifteen-minute pep talk, filled with pro-expansion and 
southern-rights rhetoric, to fire up the attendees. At the end of the meet-
ing, the Knights of the military order engaged in drill, supervised by the 
captain or another drillmaster.6

 Once qualified, prospective members like Booth and his actor friends 
were escorted into the castle’s regular meeting and inducted through an 
oath-swearing ceremony led by the captain. This oath required the in-
ductee to keep secret the Knights’ codes, rituals, and undertakings; bear 
true allegiance to the Knights as a body and its superior o∞cers; and ex-
tend the order and help put the KGC army in the field.7 Once inducted, 
the new members received the KGC’s signs, grips, and passwords, which 
allowed Knights to be known to each other.8

 In some areas, a secret “Council of Thirteen” served as the governing 
board for the local castles. This included the top leaders of the lower two 
degrees and Third Degree political members.9 The KGC in the United 
States was referred to in its rules as the “American Legion.” The KGC’s 
founder, George Bickley, claimed that there was a counterpart KGC orga-
nization in Mexico.10

 As the secession crisis deepened, the structure and power center of 
the Knights shifted from Bickley to a decentralized network of KGC state 
regimental commanders. These were loosely coordinated by roving KGC 
emissaries and backed by a∞liated southern editors and politicians. In 
late 1860, these state regimental commanders shifted the thrust of the 
Knights’ efforts from colonization in the Southern Hemisphere to support-
ing the more radical southern governors in their drive toward secession. At 
this point, the Knights became the strong arm of secession in many areas 
by promoting disunion through public meetings and political action and 
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by intimidating countervailing voices into silence. As Horace Greeley, the 
Republican owner/editor of the New York Tribune, later charged:

Before the opening of 1861, a perfect reign of terror had been established 

throughout the Gulf States. A secret order, known as “Knights of the Golden 

Circle,” or as “Knights of the Columbian Star,” succeeding that known, six or 

seven years earlier, as the “Order of the Lone Star,” having for its ostensible 

object the acquisition of Cuba, Mexico, and Central America, and the estab-

lishment of Slavery in the two latter, but really operating in the interest of 

Disunion, had spread its network of lodges, grips, passwords, and alluring 

mystery, all over the South, and had ramifications even in some of the cities 

of the adjoining Free States. Other clubs, more or less secret, were known as 

“The Precipitators,” “Vigilante Committee,” “Minute Men,” and by kindred 

designations; but all of them were sworn to fidelity to “Southern Rights”; 

while their members were gradually prepared and ripened, wherever any 

ripening was needed, for the task of treason. Whoever ventured to condemn 

and repudiate Secession as the true and sovereign remedy for Southern 

wrongs, in any neighborhood where Slavery was dominant, was henceforth 

a marked man, to be stigmatized and hunted down as a “Lincolnite,” “Sub-

missionist,” or “Abolitionist.”11

 During the early years of the Civil War, disaffected members of the KGC 
anonymously published widely circulated exposés that made a variety of 
sensational yet plausible claims. They charged that southern-rights mem-
bers of the cabinet of Abraham Lincoln’s predecessor, James Buchanan, 
were KGC members, including Vice President John Breckinridge and 
Secretary of War John Floyd. They said that the Knights were behind the 
1860 splintering of the Democratic Party and that the secret society had 
helped precipitate a number of the southern and Border States into seces-
sion. They alleged that the Knights spearheaded a clandestine conspiracy 
to capture the federal forts and arsenals in the South, seize the nation’s 
capital, and prevent the inauguration of a “Black Republican” president.12 
Later, the Knights were alleged to have orchestrated Lincoln’s assassina-
tion and to have buried caches of gold so that the South could rise again.13 
This book will compare these allegations to the actual evidence as well as 
credible sources in order to explore their veracity.
 Verifying claims regarding the Knights is sometimes di∞cult. They 
were, after all, a secret society, particularly at the upper level at which policy  
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was established and where communications were generally oral. The KGC’s  
front man, George Bickley, was known to exaggerate and fabricate, espe-
cially in his post-1862 accounts from prison. After May 1860, the Knights 
were decentralized and emerged as a loosely coordinated a∞liation of state 
regimental commanders who did not always act uniformly. In addition,  
much documentation was destroyed when the Union government charged 
the KGC with treason and arrested their northern and Border State lead-
ers during the Civil War.
 Fortunately, su∞cient primary-source material does still exist to piece 
together a credible account. The files at the National Archives, captured 
from Bickley, disclose the KGC’s origins and intentions during the late 
1859–late 1860 period when the secret society was more transparent. 
There are also many contemporaneous newspaper articles, diaries of some 
participants, and other firsthand accounts contained in Civil War–era ar-
chives across the country.
 The sagas of the KGC’s state regimental commanders also provide a 
good indicator as to what really happened. This book focuses on four of 
them who ultimately became Confederate generals or colonels: Texas’s  
Elkanah Bracken Greer, Georgia’s Paul Jones Semmes, Maryland’s Robert 
Charles Tyler, and Virginius Despeaux Groner from the Old Dominion. 
These were military men of substance and drive—the backbone and sinew 
of the KGC. From these sources, it should be evident that the Knights were 
a much more powerful force and played more of a role in precipitating the 
Civil War than historians have heretofore recognized.
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1

POWERFUL ANTECEDENTS

The mystic order of the Knights of the Golden Circle was the 
brainchild of a multitalented doctor and editor living in Ohio 
named George W. L. Bickley. George had been born at Bickley Mills 

(Russell County) in southwest Virginia to a poor laboring family on July 
18, 1823. When he was five, George’s mother insisted that the family move 
to her home territory near Petersburg, Virginia, where George’s father  
died of cholera a few years later. George’s mother was left so destitute that  
a subscription had to be raised in Richmond for care of the family. George’s  
gallivanting mother moved between Petersburg and Richmond, and 
shunted her young son off to relatives in southern Virginia. Here the emo-
tionally neglected and unhappy George lived until he reached the age of 
twelve, when he ran away.
 For the next ten years, George subsisted on the strength of his glib 
tongue and good looks while working at a series of odd jobs and then in a 
trading business at Geneva, Alabama (that was supplied out of New Or-
leans). In October 1846, George wrote a relative asking for forgiveness due 
to the “sircumstances [sic] I deceived you last Spring.”1 By 1847, George 
was living with relatives in Greencastle, Indiana, and attending the local 
college. He then moved to North Carolina, fathering a son there named 
Charles Simmons Bickley, whom he placed with relatives when his first 
wife died in 1850. At this point, George headed back to Russell County, 
Virginia, where he studied medicine under a local doctor and then opened 
his own o∞ce at the Union Hotel in Jeffersonville (now Tazewell).2
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 He is shown on the 1850 Russell County census as “G. W. L. Bickley 
(only one in family) 26 years old, male, Phrenologist, worth $400, native 
of Russell County, VA.” At the time, phrenology—the study of contours of 
the skull as a predictor of human behavior—was popular and regarded by 
many as a true science although subject to abuse by con men.3

 As a result of his unstable background, Bickley developed incurable 
habits of prevaricating and scheming. He also displayed a driving ambi-
tion, resourcefulness, and a determination to make a name for himself 
in wide-open nineteenth-century America. Somehow along the way, he 
picked up a credible knowledge of world history and a command of the 
English language that enabled him to become a prolific writer and a no-
table speaker.4

 By 1851, the fast-talking Bickley made a considerable leap in status 
from a country doctor to professor at Cincinnati’s Eclectic Medical Insti-
tute, a reform medical school started in the mid-1840s that focused on un-
conventional methods such as physical manipulation and herbal remedies. 
To obtain his faculty position, Bickley lied about his medical credentials, 
saying he had attended top medical schools in the East and on the Euro-
pean continent. His quick wit and brief experience as a country doctor 
allowed him to bluff his way as an accomplished phrenologist and as an 
authority on physiology and scientific botany.5

 While at the Eclectic Institute, Bickley authored books on his medical 
specialties as well as several histories and a novel. He completed a History 
of the Settlement and Indian Wars of Tazewell County, Virginia that is 
relied on to this day. He finished a rustic novel set in a southwest Virginia 
cove, titled Adalaska, Or, The Strange and Mysterious Family of the Cave 
of Genreva.6 Bickley also wrote copiously in his fields of pseudo-medicine, 
including an introductory lecture that traced the ancient and modern his-
tory of medical science with Eclecticism at its apex (he later penned a bi-
ography of the Eclectic Institute itself ).7 Students at the Eclectic Institute 
accused Bickley of being a “novelist” and unable to deliver an extempora-
neous medical lecture. He nevertheless was a tireless worker, and claimed 
he dictated sixteen to twenty pages of foolscap an hour in writing a 209-
page volume on physiological botany and a 2,700-page written course of 
lectures.8
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 Then, in early 1853, the ambitious Bickley freed himself from the mun-
dane need to earn a living: he married Rachel Dodson, a wealthy widow 
and scion of Cincinnati’s Kinney family of bankers. He soon took a leave of 
absence from the Eclectic Medical Institute and moved to Rachel’s family 
farm near Portsmouth, Scioto County, in south central Ohio. Here Bickley 
pursued multifaceted interests including newspaper editing and local real 
estate development, as well as more far-flung ventures, reportedly includ-
ing investing in coal mines in the Dominican Republic and exporting farm 
implements to Russia.9 He also proposed the establishment of a “conserva-
tive daily newspaper” to Kentucky senator John Crittenden, to be owned 
and edited by prominent citizens from each of the thirty-one states in or-
der to counter New York City’s Republican papers (which Bickley believed 
were stirring up sectional animosities).10

 In addition, Bickley also pursued several enterprises more directly tied 
to his formation of the Knights. Among these was the 1854 publication of  
a short-lived Manifest Destiny journal called Bickley’s West American 
Review, which contained a variety of articles (mostly written by Bickley)  
on the arts, commerce, and politics. One early article titled “Inter-oceanic 
Railroad—Federal Capital” urged that the capital of the United States 
should be moved to the Ozarks because “the circle of our limits” will soon 
encompass “a part of the British possession, the West Indies, and Mexico.”11 
In publishing his journal, Bickley likely came into contact with kindred  
“Young America” spirits such as John O’Sullivan and George Sanders, 
owners/editors of the Democratic Review that was published in New 
York City. Like the Young American wing of the Democratic Party, the 
Democratic Review preached that republicanism was the ultimate destiny 
of society and would lead to world peace through the extinction of mo-
narchical despotism. Its editor, John O’Sullivan, had coined the phrase 
“Manifest Destiny” in 1845 to signify that the United States’ expansion 
throughout the North American continent was inexorable and destined 
by Providence.12

 Bickley also developed a fascination with secret societies that he felt 
contributed to the welfare and happiness of mankind as the source of im-
mutable social and political laws. Secret societies flourished in nineteenth-
century America since they allowed aspirants to temporarily escape from 
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the monotony of their daily lives. Bickley formed a short-lived chapter 
(referred to as a “Circle”) of a patriotic order based in Philadelphia called 
the “Brotherhood of the Union,” which blended patriotic imagery with U.S. 
expansionism and social-betterment goals for the working class. Like the 
KGC after it, the Brotherhood of the Union was ruled by a supreme coun-
cil, utilized a system of numbered codes to preserve secrecy, and was (at 
least in theory) to be divorced from political party strife.13

 Like John Wilkes Booth, Bickley also joined a lodge of the Know-Nothings,  
a secret nativist movement that disparaged Catholics and immigrants, and 
utilized cryptic handshakes and codes. During the mid-1850s, the Know-
Nothing movement transformed into the American Party, which nomi-
nated former U.S. chief executive Millard Fillmore for president in 1856. 
But it soon faded out as a national party when its northern and southern 
wings split over slavery.14

 Another of Bickley’s avocations was the formation of a drill company 
consisting of sixty young men whom he planned to equip with dazzling 
uniforms so that they could travel the globe and perform intricate military 
exhibitions. Such drill squads, usually connected with local militia units, 
were prevalent, especially in the South, and their competitions provided 
opportunities for military-minded men to get together and share their 
perspectives. Bickley’s drill company provided him with a ready source of 
recruits that he shifted to the KGC when he established its first chapters 
in Scioto County and Cincinnati.15

 But Bickley’s entrepreneurial pastimes were suddenly interrupted in 
1857, when his wealthy wife discovered that he had been secretly trying to 
convert her substantial assets to his own name. She got her banker brother 
to kick Bickley off their Scioto County farm. The pseudo-physician was 
forced to return to Cincinnati and resume teaching at the Eclectic Medical 
Institute.16

 In 1858, Bickley become editor of the Scientific Artisan, the house 
journal for the American Patent Company, to promote inventions and the 
proper handling of patent cases. It was in the Scientific Artisan’s o∞ces 
that Bickley came up with the emblem for the Knights—a Maltese cross 
superimposed on the Lone Star—designed to be worn as a breast pin.17 He 
also organized “The American Colonization and Steamship Company of ‘1’ 
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[Monterrey]” as a financial vehicle to raise capital for the KGC’s planned 
ventures.18 A coworker on the Artisan described Bickley as “an ignorant 
pretender, as restless and scheming as he was shallow, very vain of his 
person, exceedingly fond of military display, and constantly engaged either 
in devices to borrow money and crazy schemes of speculation.”19

 Bickley apparently got the message that he wasn’t appreciated since 
he soon resigned from the Artisan and headed south. Here he reportedly 
worked with the “Southern Rights Associations” that had spread across the 
towns of the Deep South as well as North Carolina and Virginia in opposi-
tion to the various compromises over slavery during the 1850s. Through 
speeches, rallies, and by publishing tracts, these associations promoted 
states’ rights, resisted further encroachments on slavery, and in some cases 
backed southern fire-eaters calling for separate state secession.20 Bickley 
later alluded to the Knights’ southern origins when he said it had been 
founded by southern men and was originally intended to advance the 
rights and interests of the southern states.21 Bickley now devoted all his 
time to promoting the Knights as a vehicle to achieve his Manifest Destiny 
dream of southern empire and to selling KGC-related steamship bonds to 
wealthy planters.22

 During his sojourn across the South, George was somehow able to con-
vince the leaders of a preexisting southern society called the “Order of the 
Lone Star” (OLS) to merge with his Knights.23 This had truly an exponen-
tial impact since the OLS already had more than fifteen thousand mem-
bers in at least fifty chapters spread across ten southern states with large 
concentrations in Mississippi, Louisiana, Texas, and Alabama. It also had 
chapters in northern port cities including Baltimore and New York, where 
it operated out of Tammany Hall and the Empire Club. This merger with 
the OLS suddenly transformed Bickley’s nascent KGC into a truly power-
ful force with far-flung members and prestige.24

 To advance their expansionist agenda, the OLS and its members pro-
moted a practice known as “filibustering”—the launching of a privately 
funded expedition to invade a neighboring country (with which the U.S. 
government was formally at peace). Although filibusterers often justified 
their expeditions as freeing the local inhabitants from tyrannical rule, the 
underlying purpose was generally to garner land and treasure for the par-
ticipants.25 The filibusters conducted in the 1840s and 1850s were usually 
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headed by a well-known U.S. leader who had the capability to raise needed 
funds and recruit the idle young men who congregated in U.S. ports such 
as New Orleans and San Francisco.26

 Cuban émigrés and southern expansionists had formed the OLS in Sep-
tember 1851 in the aftermath of Narcisco López’s disastrous filibustering 
invasion of Cuba at Bahia Honda.27 López had launched his invasion with 
a band of 450 U.S.-based insurgents dedicated to freeing Cuba from Span-
ish rule. Upon reaching Cuba’s northern coast, López and his men were 
surrounded and captured by Spanish-led troops after the expected indig-
enous support failed to show up. López as well as the expedition’s artillery 
commander, William Crittenden (nephew of the noted U.S. senator from 
Kentucky), were executed. Indigenous supporters of the expedition from 
within Cuba were subsequently rounded up and arrested.28

 As the López expedition proved, there were substantial risks to filibus-
tering. One was in violating the U.S. Neutrality Act of 1818, which made 
it a felony to “prepare the means for any military expedition” from the 
jurisdiction of the United States against a country with which the United 
States was at peace.29 Even more significant was the outcome experienced 
by López and his men—a hostile reception in the country or colony be-
ing invaded. Neighboring countries such as Cuba and Mexico made it a 
crime, punishable by death, to be involved in a foreign-based filibuster 
that reached their territory.30

 To continue the mission of freeing Cuba from Spanish rule and even-
tually annexing it to the United States as a slaveholding territory, Cuban 
ex-patriots and southern adventurers formed the Order of the Lone Star 
in 1851 at the o∞ces of the pro-expansionist Lafayette (La.) True Delta 
newspaper. John Henderson, a Mississippi cotton planter and U.S. sen-
ator, formulated the OLS ritual, and Pierre Soule, another U.S. senator 
from Louisiana, served as its president.31

 The OLS, like its KGC successor, was organized in a hierarchical fash-
ion with three degrees, including the military degree at the bottom and a 
fund-raising benevolent degree above that. At the apex was the political 
degree, with the goal of supporting U.S. political candidates who would 
advance the society’s filibustering and proslavery objectives. A supreme 
council governed the group’s overall policy.32

 The OLS was structured so that once three divisions were formed in 
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any state, a statewide general assembly was to be created. By the 1850s, 
the OLS was reputed to be a shadow organization within the Democratic 
Party, dedicated to expansionism and serving as a counterweight to the 
American, or Know-Nothing, Party.33

 In Texas, the society was known as the “Order of the Lone Star of the 
West” and became very popular. John Salmon Ford, a noted Texas Ranger 
captain, legislator, and newspaper editor, founded the Austin chapter in 
1853. Ford had moved from South Carolina to Texas in 1836, joining colo-
nizing U.S. émigrés fighting to break away from Mexico. Ford practiced 
medicine until 1844 and then became one of Texas’s leading advocates for 
annexation to the United States.34 Ford described the OLS’s secret initia-
tion ceremony as highly ritualistic, with candidates passing through a suc-
cession of increasingly solemn steps incorporating cabalistic passwords. 
The final step was a dramatic conclusion that Ford said ended with some-
thing the initiate would never forget.35 An observer of a Lone Star encamp-
ment at Richmond, Virginia, similarly described the initiation ceremony 
as a “magnificent spectacle” that pantomimed the López expedition.36

 OLS members (in addition to many wealthy southerners) had report-
edly helped bankroll the filibusters of noted adventurer William Walker 
to Mexico and Nicaragua. During 1855, the multitalented Walker, a one-
time Tennessee physician and former newspaper editor, led an initial U.S. 
band of fifty-six “Immortals” to Nicaragua. They joined the internal León 
faction to conquer Nicaragua, install Walker as its president, and reinsti-
tute slavery. Recruiters, such as Sam A. Lockridge in the Southwest and 
Walker’s brother Norvell at Nashville, enticed a steady stream of further 
U.S. émigrés to go to Nicaragua. A number of Walker’s lieutenants would 
become KGC members, including Lockridge, Chatham Roberdeau Wheat 
of New Orleans, and English freebooter Charles Frederick Henningsen. In 
Texas, OLS (and future KGC) fund-raiser Hugh McLeod helped raise and 
equip one thousand Rangers for Walker’s missions.37

 By 1853, the OLS’s predominant leader was John Anthony Quitman. A 
Mississippi planter, former state governor, and noted Mexican War gen-
eral, Quitman had led the U.S. Army division that stormed the gates of 
Mexico City in 1847, and he was recognized as a war hero. After the war, 
U.S. General Winfield Scott appointed Quitman to become military gov-
ernor during the temporary U.S. occupation of Mexico. Quitman, who had 
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supported the 1851 López invasion of Cuba, remained a leading expan-
sionist, pushing for the United States to annex all of Mexico. He regarded 
the great bulk of the Mexicans as a “bastard and robber race, incapable of 
self-government, and fit only for servitude and military rule.”38

 Quitman was also a southern-rights zealot who had encouraged the 
formation of “Southern Rights Associations” across Mississippi. In 1852, 
he ran for vice president on the ticket of the short-lived Southern Rights 
Party.39 Quitman’s political stature and military connections enabled him 
to expand the normal universe of filibuster supporters to include not only 
clerks and workingmen, but also merchants, planters, and judges. This 
allowed him to spread the reach of the OLS to encompass all strata of 
southern society.40

 In 1853, the Cuban junta of wealthy indigenous planters and U.S. émi-
grés (which was associated with the OLS) approached Quitman to lead 
a new filibustering expedition to free Cuba from Spanish rule. Quitman 
accepted the offered $1 million bonus and said he would be ready to move 
as soon as three thousand men and $220,000 in operational funding were  
raised. Extensive recruiting took place across the South, and those involved  
in preparations included many who would later show up in connection with  
the KGC, such as Thomas Hindman of Mississippi/Arkansas and Texans 
John Ford and Hugh McLeod.41

 The scope of Quitman’s plan for the Cuban filibuster was revealed in 
a letter to C. A. L. Lamar, a wealthy Georgia capitalist and slave trader 
from whom Quitman was seeking further financial support: “Our great 
enterprise has been planned with the advice and approval of some of the 
most distinguished military men of the country. It contemplates aiding a 
revolutionary movement in Cuba with from three to four thousand well 
armed and provided men embarked in swift and safe steamers.”42 Quit-
man sent confidential circular letters to OLS centers across the United 
States seeking recruits for the expedition and receiving many positive re-
sponses. These were soon leaked to the press, however, which embellished 
their contents by claiming that Quitman had already raised fifty thousand 
recruits, $1 million, twelve ships, and eighty-five thousand arms.43 In re-
sponse to the U.S. press accounts, the Spanish governor of Cuba threat-
ened to defend the island by emancipating and arming Cuba’s slaves. In the 
United States, this raised fears that southern slaves would revolt, seeking  
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similar emancipation. Fear of spin-off insurrections further increased 
southern support for Quitman’s expedition.44

 But before Quitman could set off, the Pierce administration in Wash-
ington suddenly reversed its prior tacit approval for the expedition. During 
May 1854, President Franklin Pierce called pro-expansionist Democratic 
senators, including John Slidell (La.), James Murray Mason (Va.), and Ste-
phen Arnold Douglas (Ill.) to a White House meeting. He advised them 
that he was about to issue a proclamation against filibustering, saying that 
the OLS’s planned venture against Cuba contravened the letter and spirit 
of U.S.-Spanish treaties. Pierce’s sudden reversal may have been partially 
spurred by the strident Spanish protests and unfavorable northern press 
stories. But the overriding cause was likely the northern outrage unleashed 
in May 1854 after Pierce signed the Kansas-Nebraska Act. This act overrode  
the Missouri Compromise line of 1820 and allowed slavery in territories 
north of the 36° 30' parallel.45

 During early 1855, Quitman went to Washington and confronted Presi-
dent Pierce directly to protest the administration’s reversal of support 
that was crippling OLS recruiting and fund-raising. Quitman came away 
convinced that Pierce was intransigent in his opposition, as the admin-
istration began seizing several of the vessels intended for the expedition. 
In April 1855, Quitman resigned as commander and in his public letter 
blamed the Pierce administration. The more than $500,000 in funds col-
lected for the expedition were never returned to the donors and may have 
found their way into KGC coffers to help fund its planned Mexican expedi-
tion (which Texan John Ford and Kentuckian John T. Pickett had urged 
Quitman to undertake in conjunction with his Cuban venture).46

 Following his withdrawal from the expedition, Quitman was elected to 
the U.S. Congress from Mississippi, where he remained a fervent advocate 
for southern rights and U.S. acquisition of Cuba, Mexico, and Nicaragua. 
Quitman constantly urged the repeal of the U.S. Neutrality Laws and sup-
ported renewed filibuster expeditions to the Golden Circle region until 
July 1858, when he met an untimely and suspicious death.47 With Quitman 
gone, the OLS’s dreams for southward expansion and empire would now 
be channeled through the successor order of the Knights of the Golden 
Circle, which incorporated ironclad oaths of secrecy to prevent the public 
exposure that had foiled Quitman’s Cuban effort.
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 Meanwhile, the sectional chasm that had resulted from the Kansas-
Nebraska Act only deepened since passage of the purported 1854 compro-
mise. Northerners fervently resented the possibility of slavery extension 
in territories north of the Missouri Compromise line. This led to the 1856 
ascendancy of the new Republican Party, dedicated to restricting slavery 
in the territories. Its leaders, such as the outraged Illinois lawyer Abraham 
Lincoln, feared a slaveholding conspiracy that would ultimately result in 
the removal of the U.S. prohibitions on the African slave trade.48

 While most southerners had initially supported the 1854 compromise, 
they became increasingly disillusioned as northern state legislatures 
passed personal liberty laws to override constitutional protection for the 
return of escaped slaves. This disillusionment turned to anger as northern 
abolitionist societies sent emigrants to Kansas to sway the popular vote 
toward a free-soil outcome where slavery would be banned. Republican 
intransigence to further territorial expansion convinced many southerners 
that the only way to achieve their dream of southern empire would be to 
sever their ties with the federal Union.49

 The earlier experience regarding the admission of Texas into the Union 
continued to fester with northerners. During the 1820s and 1830s, hordes 
of southerners from the United States had come to the sparse but fertile 
southwest region in response to Mexico’s encouragement of colonization. 
But by 1835, the new settlers decided they wanted to have things their own 
way. They fought to break away from Mexico and establish an independent  
republic. Then, in 1845, they sought the security of the United States to deal  
with Indian and other threats on the Texas frontier, and applied for state-
hood. In the face of northern opposition, statehood for Texas was achieved 
through the sleight of hand of a congressional resolution during the wan-
ing days of the Tyler administration.50 Texas provided a model for Bickley 
and the Knights, who felt that a similar pretense of colonization would 
allow them to achieve territorial expansion southward without the risks 
and stigma associated with a traditional filibuster.
 In early 1859, Bickley shifted his focus from fund-raising in the south-
ern heartland to the Baltimore/Washington area. This made sense for a 
number of reasons. Baltimore was a key commercial center whose mer-
chants supplied the South and generally had prosouthern leanings. Castles 
of the KGC were already formed in Baltimore, and Bickley had established 
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contacts.51 The nearby District of Columbia was the home of the nation’s 
political leaders, whom Bickley would need to cultivate in order to sell the 
KGC’s colonization agenda. The District also had strong pro-South lean-
ings as well as existing chapters of the Order of the Lone Star.52 Therefore 
Bickley and the OLS’s former leaders would now more formally organize 
the recently consolidated KGC order, establish its Washington, D.C., head-
quarters, and lay the formal groundwork for its initial field of endeavor—
the barren but mineral-rich provinces of northern Mexico.
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FORMAL ORGANIZATION

A
t least one active castle of the Knights was operating in Baltimore  
by early 1859, when Bickley arrived. It existed in the south central  
neighborhood near St. Vincent’s Church, where Wilkes Booth had 

grown up in a townhouse on Exeter Street. Among the castle’s members 
were Samuel Street, a schoolmate of Booth, and the O’Laughlen brothers.1 
Michael O’Laughlen, a close friend of Booth, would later become one of the 
conspirators Booth enlisted in his Civil War plot to abduct the sitting presi-
dent, Abraham Lincoln. It is likely that Booth became a∞liated with this  
castle when he returned to Baltimore from his acting stint in Richmond.2

 Robert Charles Tyler, the commander of the KGC’s Maryland regiment, 
also joined the KGC in Baltimore in early 1859. Tyler, then working as a 
clerk, had been raised in Baltimore in a lower-class household. He had 
recently returned from Nicaragua, where he had served for the preceding 
three years as a first lieutenant of infantry for William Walker’s filibuster-
ing expedition. During 1859, Tyler invested two thousand dollars of his 
own money in the Knights. In soliciting a potential KGC recruit from Bos-
ton, Tyler advised: “We all expect to be benefitted by being members, and 
if you enter the lists you will be rewarded according as your ability and zeal 
in the working for us may justify. In this organization, merit, not pride of 
family name or date of commission will have any influence whatever, it 
rests with the individual man himself to decide whether he reaps a rich 
reward or not.”3 KGC member Cypriano Ferrandini, the Baltimore barber 
and militia drillmaster who would lead the February 1861 plot to assas-
sinate Lincoln, also appears to have joined the organization at this time.4
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 After arriving in Baltimore, Bickley employed his superb writing and ed-
iting abilities to produce an eight-page pro-expansionist newspaper titled  
the American Cavalier: A Military Journal Devoted to the Extension of 
American Civilization.5 The first (and perhaps only) issue, dated May 28, 
1859, is an eclectic array of articles on Manifest Destiny, definitions of “Fil-
libustero” and “Political Words,” military tactics, as well as reports from 
correspondents in Cuba, Mexico, and other locations. In an article titled 
“What We Mean by American Civilization,” the editor notes that it is “our 
duty to enlarge the area of its influence until the whole Continent shall be 
thus Americanized.”
 Downplaying Cuba as an expansion target, the paper indicates that an-
other U.S. filibustering attempt was impossible there due to Spanish vigi-
lance. It also notes that the “golden chance” to purchase that island from 
Spain by the Buchanan administration had slipped away due to “timid and 
unfriendly counsels” (as well as Republican and Spanish intransigence). It 
concludes: “There is no reason . . . that can be advanced for the acquisition 
of Cuba, which is not ten-fold more cogent for our exercising control over 
Mexico.”6

 The paper accordingly includes a May 8, 1859, letter from “76” [Bick-
ley], who purports to be in Vera Cruz, the capital of Mexico’s Liberal faction  
on its eastern seacoast. Bickley indicates that contrary to the popular belief  
that Mexico is a poor nation, it is a country rich in mineral and other wealth,  
but its corrupt rulers have continually robbed these from its people. He 
reports that in Mexico, there is an indigenous U.S. party as well as German  
and Swiss colonists who “really desire peace and good Government.” Bickley  
notes that while the Liberal faction in Mexico, headed by Benito Juárez, 
hopes for assistance from the U.S. government, the U.S. Congress is un-
likely to provide this directly and “would do well to let the job by contract 
[i.e., support the Knights’ colonization drive].” He predicts that one of the 
two warring parties in Mexico’s raging civil war will, “in desperation . . . 
invite private assistance from the Americans.”
 In an article titled “The Question of Mexican Interference,” the editor 
[Bickley] tries to spur U.S. military men (such as Quitman’s followers) 
into action:

The fact is we want a fight, but how to get it is the question. The warhorse 

is saddled, but he has no rider; the cannon is charged, with no one to fire it. 



19

formal organization

While this is the case here, the Mexicans have just about finished the job of 

killing each other, and, as their strength will be inadequate to the comple-

tion of the job, they are imploring the Americans to come in, finish the work, 

quietly bury them and take their country in payment for the job. Who will be 

the executioner—who will put this man out of his misery?7

 The advent of the American Cavalier was publicized in the District of 
Columbia and is noted in the diary of Edward Bates, a lawyer from Mis-
souri who was then being touted as a Republican presidential candidate. 
Bates sarcastically mocks the “grandiloquently” of “Sir Knight (the Editor 
of the Cavalier)” in talking about the “prospect of universal expansion.” He 
notes: “The paper, observe, is to be military—All this spread of ‘American 
Civilization’ is to be done by martial law. [President James] Buchanan 
wants to take military possession of Mexico; and [Illinois senator Stephen]  
Douglas wants a seabound Republic!”8

 By mid-1859, the condition of Mexico and its 8 million inhabitants was 
dire and growing worse. The country was nearly bankrupt, with England 
and other foreign creditors demanding payment for preexisting loans. 
The Conservative Party, led by General Miguel Miramón, was backed by 
wealthy Mexicans and the Catholic clergy. They controlled the densely 
populated central portion of the country, including Mexico City, which 
constituted about nine-tenths of the land area with 65 percent of the pop-
ulation. The Liberal Party, headed by Benito Juárez, held the frontiers as 
well as the coasts and ports where custom revenues were collected. They 
had been driven out of Mexico City in 1858 and established their capital at 
Vera Cruz, an eastern seaport. The Liberals claimed authority under the 
Mexican constitution of 1857, and passed measures to break up the exten-
sive property holdings of the Catholic Church and the wealthy aristocracy. 
The two sides were locked in a horrific struggle in which neither could 
gain the ascendancy. While the army of the Liberals suffered a series of 
reverses, new supporters continually appeared to replenish its ranks.9

 The Liberal coalition, headed by the humble but tenacious Juárez, was 
an uneasy mix of shifting alliances and spheres of influence. Provincial 
governors, like strongman Santiago Vidaurri of northern Nuevo León 
Province, maintained personal militias and jealously guarded their power. 
Manuel Doblado, the governor of mineral-rich Guanajuato Province, had 
a militia of three thousand men. Many of these provincial governors were 
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opportunists and had no compunction about deserting the Liberal coali-
tion if the conditions were right. The coalition’s leader, Juárez, was a fifty-
one-year-old Zapata Indian from southern Mexico. Since he was operating 
outside his power base, Juárez tried to control the northern strongmen by 
playing one off against the other.10

 U.S. filibusterers had long been lusting after Mexico’s four northern-tier 
provinces—Nuevo León, Coahuila, Chihuahua, and Sonora. These prov-
inces were barren and sparsely populated, but Sonora, as well as Guana-
juato Province to the immediate south, were rich in silver, gold, and other 
minerals.11 In 1840, Texans had backed an attempt by Mexican Federalist 
Party leaders, including northern strongman Vidaurri, to declare indepen-
dence from Mexico’s central government and create an independent “Re-
public of the Rio Grande” to include the four provinces. This was nipped 
in the bud by Mexico’s central army, but between 1849 and 1859, five sepa-
rate U.S.-based filibuster expeditions had been launched to try to wrest 
portions of Mexico’s northern provinces. Participants in each risked the 
outcome of the 1857 expedition into Sonora led by California state senator 
Henry Crabb. In Crabb’s unfortunate case, the Mexican army captured 
and systematically executed him and his company of one thousand Cali-
fornians.12

 Bickley and the KGC sought to use the shaky position of the Liberals to 
advance their goal of expansion southward. Northern Mexican strongman 
Santiago Vidaurri was a committed KGC supporter and actively cooper-
ated with its leaders. Manuel Doblado, second in command of the Liberal 
army and governor of Guanajuato Province, also had reportedly reached 
an understanding with the KGC’s emissaries.13 The KGC’s 1859 Degree 
Works claims: “We have the invitation of four [Mexican] State Governors 
to come and shall receive their cooperation if only we take care of the 
people of those States.” Bickley also claimed that he had reached an agree-
ment with Liberal President Benito Juárez.14

 By June 1859, the KGC’s plans for Mexican intervention were being de-
scribed in the U.S. press. The New York correspondent for the San Fran-
cisco Daily Evening Bulletin sarcastically notes that “the filibusters have 
got up a new dodge for raising the wind and filling their pockets with 
the products of other people’s labor” by starting a new association called 
the “Knights of the Golden Circle.” The correspondent indicates that the 



21

formal organization

KGC’s headquarters appears to be in Baltimore and that the KGC proposes 
to raise a separate U.S. and Mexican legion of ten thousand men each to 
be headed by a Board of War. He observes that this looks like a scheme for 
putting money into the hands of the commander in chief by “playing on 
filibuster credibility.”
 The reporter also claims that he has been provided with a copy of the 
KGC’s secret ritual for inducting new members, who are told they can 
resign but remain obligated to their vows of secrecy. He goes on to re-
veal portions of this initiation ritual, including that KGC candidates are 
informed that the object of the KGC is to “not only cultivate the martial 
pride of the people” but also “to render substantial aid to weak and op-
pressed nationalities.” The referenced ritual text then continues: “We 
are soldiers whose objects are to conquer certain countries, and thereby 
spread over them the genial influences of our own institutions.” At this 
point in the initiation, the KGC captain, after referring to the conquests 
of Rome, Great Britain, and Spain, is instructed to cajole the candidates: 
“Why should we not adopt a similar policy? See what California did for 
us—what Cuba will do for us. Every inch of territory is that much addi-
tional wealth. We threw out a colony in Mexico—it revolted and we won 
Texas, now one of the brightest stars in our empire. Now gentlemen, are 
you willing to be united with us?”15

 Once the candidates indicate their assent, the captain is instructed to 
take them into the regular KGC meeting and to administer the oath re-
quiring the inductees “to keep all secrets of the association, to stand by 
the flag of the legion, to obey orders and abide by the articles of war as 
promulgated by the commander in chief and his staff, and to march whith-
ersoever ordered.” The initiation then goes on to describe the 6,400 acres 
of land and seven dollars per month in specie and script that can be gained 
by participating in the Mexican expedition being organized after Novem-
ber 1859. It notes that large numbers have already enrolled, especially in 
the southwestern states, and “that Southern members of Congress and 
Federal o∞ce-holders are parties to the scheme, and that its existence is 
known to President Buchanan who regards the movement with favor.”16

 Charles Bickley, the reported nephew of the KGC general-in-chief, re-
plies to the Daily Evening Bulletin correspondent’s sarcastic remarks in a 
letter to the editor of June 15, 1859:
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 That such an organization [KGC] as to which you allude really exists 

in this country is doubtless true; but that it is, as you suspect, a “scheme 

of some designing persons to make money for themselves by playing upon 

filibuster credibility,” is most emphatically denied.

 The “K. G. C.” is not a filibuster enterprise, but a spontaneous expression 

of public sentiment in regard to carrying out the Monroe doctrine.

 The “K. G. C.” embodies in its organization the wisest and best men of our 

country—men whose names are su∞cient guaranty that whatever is under-

taken by them will be faithfully and honorable [sic] carried out.17

George Bickley, as “Commander-in-Chief American Legion, K. G. C.,” also 
replies on July 20 to some negative comments about the KGC that had 
appeared the week before in the Baltimore Daily Exchange. Bickley denies 
that the KGC intended to swindle parties through its issuance of stock and 
script, that the U.S. government had agreed to back the Knights’ expansion-
ist movements, and that the KGC intended to intervene uninvited in Mex-
ico with three thousand volunteers. He asserts that the Knights are more 
than thirteen thousand strong and are “ready for any honorable work.”18

In early August 1859, eighty to a hundred “military men and noted politi-
cal leaders” attended a KGC conference held at the Greenbrier resort in 
White Sulphur Springs, Virginia.19 This likely encompassed the first meet-
ing of the Knights of the Columbian Star, the KGC’s Third, or governing,  
Degree. The Greenbrier was packed at the time with more than 1,200 
guests.20 Separate accounts indicate that KGC leader Ben McCulloch, a 
noted U.S. marshal and Texas Ranger, planned to attend the KGC conven-
tion, and that then U.S. secretary of war John Floyd as well as District of  
Columbia KGC head L. Q. Washington were vacationing at the Virginia 
springs during the period of the convention.21 Other contemporaneous  
Greenbrier vacationers include U.S. secretary of the interior Jacob Thomp-
son; Governor Manning and Congressman Millard Bonham of South 
Carolina; Charles Conrad, a former Louisiana U.S. senator and Fillmore 
cabinet member; and noted Virginia fire-eater Edmund Ru∞n.22

 The Greenbrier was one of several elegant summer resorts in the moun-
tains of western Virginia where wealthy southerners relaxed, socialized, 
and talked states’-rights politics. In fact, some of these mountain resorts 
staged elaborate jousting contests with costumed lords and ladies, feats 
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of horsemanship, and displays of marksmanship. At one such event amid 
seven hundred spectators, twenty-eight “knights” entered the lists to try to 
spear a 1.5-inch-diameter ring while riding at full speed.23 It may have been 
at such a jousting event that Bickley came up with the idea for the Knights.
 The Arkansas True Democrat of September 7, 1859, contains a gossipy 
account of the KGC’s Greenbrier convention by a reporter who claims to 
have stumbled upon it. The “curious reporter” says that the Greenbrier 
conclave had been preceded by a July 27, 1859, circular announcing a con-
vention of southern men to be held the following week “to consider the 
steps necessary to render the political standing and material interest of the 
south more permanent.” The circular says that “questions of vast national 
importance will be discussed” and expresses the hope “that every southern 
State will be represented here.”24

 At the beginning of the convention, the reporter eavesdrops on one 
of the plenary sessions addressed by “General Bickley, President of the 
American Legion, a secret southern military organization.” The reporter 
says the session appears to be preliminary and “intended to sound the 
public feeling on acquiring more southern territory—Mexico was shown 
as a country in a state of anarchy, and likely to remain so until it was gov-
erned by Americans.” The reporter also notes that “the relations of the 
north and south were examined, and a large amount of disunion feeling 
was expressed.”25

 In his speech to the gathering, Bickley claimed that he had a legion of 
thirteen thousand Knights, ready to march at short notice, and that the KGC  
army was “now strong enough to work out the destiny of the south against 
every opposition.” Bickley told the attendees that they must rely on the 
regular delegates to arrange time and place [for the Mexican intervention]  
and that he is determined not to violate U.S. neutrality laws. Bickley asks the  
delegates to “sustain us at home while we do the work abroad—for we are 
going to fight a battle on other soil that must otherwise, in a few years, 
be fought at your own door.” A further meeting was held in the evening, 
protected by a guard and a sentinel, and was “almost entirely composed 
of military men.”26

 Specific attendees that the reporter mentions include “Major [R. C.] 
Tillery and Colonel [William H.] Toler [from Arkansas],” who subscribed 
to some of the one-thousand-dollar KGC bonds being sold. William H.  
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Tolar had fought with the Little Rock Guards during the Mexican War. R. C.  
Tillery, from North Carolina, would later serve in the Civil War as a lieu-
tenant with Colonel Turner Ashby’s Second Tennessee Cavalry Regiment. 
Cypriano Ferrandini, the Baltimore barber who later headed an attempt 
to assassinate Lincoln in February 1861, also appears to have been in at-
tendance, since his KGC captain’s commission was signed by Bickley and 
dated August 8, 1859, at the tail end of the convention.27

 The reporter says he was personally introduced to General Bickley, 
whom he describes as “about 35 years of age, 5 feet, 10 inches, with deep 
blue, sharp eyes, heavy beard, and looks as determined as man can.” The 
reporter notes Bickley is erect and proud, but affable in conversation while 
measuring every word: “Few young men will talk with him five minutes 
without catching his enthusiasm.”
 According to the reporter, Bickley is thoroughly acquainted with the 
United States and Mexico, “but draws dismal pictures of Spanish Ameri-
can civilization . . . and argues strongly for the entire American control of 
the Gulf.” The reporter suggests it is likely that President Juárez will look 
to the KGC for assistance, though, “if I am not mistaken, Bickley is look-
ing only to the extension of negro slavery.” He is “a disunionist in politics,” 
the reporter writes, “and if he succeeds, will do much to bring about a 
disruption of the Union, though he says his movement alone will prevent 
it.” With respect to the upcoming 1860 U.S. presidential election, Bickley 
said he was in favor of then Virginia governor Henry Wise, but if Wise 
were not the nominee, then he hoped Republican U.S. senator William H. 
Seward would be elected so that the South would have to separate. The 
reporter concludes: “I think [Bickley] a most dangerous man, and if he is 
not stopped, he will do the whole country an incalculable injury. . . . He is 
playing with the most dangerous passions of the southern people.”28

 Attendees of the Greenbrier convention undoubtedly approved the 
sixty-page booklet titled Rules, Regulations and Principles of the American 
Legion of the K.G.C. that was issued on September 12, 1859, “By Order of 
the Congress of the K. C. S. [Knights of the Columbian Star] and the Gen-
eral President” from “Headquarters, Washington City, D.C.” This booklet 
appears to be a public document. It begins with a proclamation addressed 
to the KGC army and is signed by Bickley as “President of the American 
Legion,” announcing with respect to Mexican intervention: “Soldiers—The 
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time approaches when we must take the field.” The proclamation then con-
templates the KGC’s audacious mission: “Let us think for a moment what  
we propose: the invasion of a nation by a new and vigorous race—the 
overthrow of old social systems, and the establishment of new ones—the 
disarming of a hostile faction and the erection of peace establishments—
the overthrow of prejudice, and the indoctrination of the people with new 
ideas of peace and prosperity.” Bickley, as “General-in-Chief,” observes that 
he has borne “the brunt of public misapprehension” and nearly exhausted 
his personal fortune, but he concludes that their cause—an American em-
pire stretching from Canada to Patagonia—will be worth it.29

 The meticulously organized booklet then follows with twelve pages of 
“Laws of the American Legion, K. G. C. Military Department,” the “K. G. C. 
Federal Constitution” (explaining how to set up a government for a mixed 
population); “Articles of War”; rules for organizing and working castles; 
a description of the American Colonization and Steamship Company of 
“1” [Monterrey]; military maxims; social, moral, and civil maxims; and 
political maxims. Bickley signed many of these as either “President” or 
“Commander in Chief ” of the American Legion.30

 The preamble to the “Laws of the . . . K. G. C. Military Department” in-
dicates that they were enacted and promulgated by “the Executive and Le-
gal Representatives of the Knights of the Golden Circle, in Congress here 
assembled [i.e., at the Greenbrier].” It states that “the American Legion,  
Knights of the Golden Circle” is to distinguish it from the “Legion K. G. C.” 
in Mexico. Article 32 of the “Laws” provides:

Article 32.—There shall be but three degrees in the ceremonial of this con-

federation. The first shall be purely military, and shall be given to every 

member of the Legion who is to bear arms. The second shall be moral, and 

shall be given only to non-commissioned o∞cers, Lieutenants, and their su-

perior o∞cers. The third shall be political, and shall be given only to Majors 

and their superior o∞cers.

This would indicate that the KGC’s higher-degree members, while not 
necessarily expected to bear arms, are nevertheless o∞cers.
 The “Laws” further specify that the American Legion shall consist of 
four divisions, each of which is to be headed by a marshal responsible to 
the commander in chief, who could be superseded only by the unanimous 



knights of the golden circle

26

request of the “Board of War” (i.e., the four marshals and eight brigadier 
generals). The “Laws” also detail the duties, pay, allowed horses and ser-
vants, and prescribed uniforms of the lower-ranking o∞cers and depart-
mental staff. Article 44 requires that for admission to the Knights, a can-
didate must be white, between the ages of twenty and fifty, of sound body 
and mind, and of good moral character. It further provides that candidates 
of the First Degree need to be “duly initiated and subscribed these laws,” 
and pay a one-dollar initiation fee and five-cent monthly tax (which are 
increased for Third Degree members to a five-dollar fee and a fifty-cent 
monthly tax). Under Article 36, every member of the Legion, of whatever 
rank, is required to take an oath “to support and sustain the government 
established by the American Legion and its legal representatives” and to 
“obey the established laws of the Legion, the rules and regulations of their 
respective Castles, and all lawful orders delivered to them.”
 Article 37 declares that a member is “not [obligated] to do any thing 
which, in his judgment, would be contrary to the interest of the govern-
ment of the United States,” including violation of the U.S. neutrality laws. 
Article 38 makes clear, however, that every American citizen has “the un-
questioned right to rebel against the existing government (as in the case of 
Texas)” and that “any nation has an undoubted right to invite Americans 
to colonize its territory, and there is no power in the federal government 
to prevent such emigration.” It further asserts that “when a nation has lost 
its nationality—where society has given up its existence—then the territory 
so occupied is thrown open to adventurers from civilized nations, and may 
be seized by them for the purposes of Christian civilization.”31

 The Rules booklet also contains Bickley’s General Order 52 to the KGC’s 
“Soldiers.” The general order describes members of the KGC legion as “me-
chanics, artisans, agriculturalists, and professional men, who are not mere 
adventurers, but good men whom any nation would be proud to own” and 
says it provides to them “a new field of enterprise” and “the open pathway 
to honor and fame.” It calls for the Americanization of Mexico and notes 
that of the KGC’s fifteen thousand members, more than two-thirds are 
expected to go along on the Mexican expedition. Provisioning and moving  
this ten-thousand-man legion is projected to require $3 million every ninety  
days. The order says that more than $2 million in capital had already been 
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subscribed through the American Colonization and Steamship Company, 
backed by 600,000 acres of Mexican land to be acquired. It urges every 
KGC member to become a subscriber of the capital stock of the company 
to “lessen the amount to be taken from other parties” (noting that General- 
in-Chief Bickley has furnished most of the working capital up to this 
point).32 Each enlisted man who improves and occupies the land in Mexico 
is promised 640 acres with a sliding scale increasing by rank up to the 
commander in chief (Bickley), who is promised 3,200 acres.33

 A coded, nonpublic Degree Book was published around this same time. 
It describes the missions and benefits of each of the KGC’s three degrees, 
providing more revealing disclosures as to the KGC’s intentions regarding  
the higher degrees.34 The section concerning the “First or Company Degree  
of the 28 [Knights of the Iron Hand]” explains that the order has been 
established in seventeen states and is about fourteen thousand strong with 
about seven thousand then enrolled in the KGC’s army. The First Degree 
oath is set forth as follows:

 Do you (calling each candidate by name) solemnly swear before God and 

these witnesses that you will keep sacred the signs, passwords and significa-

tions of the 28 [Knights of the Iron Hand] from all persons, save to mem-

bers of the 28, except compelled to divulge the same in the due course of 

law in any Court of the United States, where you shall be required to testify 

to the same; that you will be true to your allegiance to the 28, and that you 

will defend them against all their enemies, on land or at sea. Do you swear 

to obey their laws, rules, and regulations, and to execute, if in your power, 

every lawful commission entrusted to you; that you will do all you can as 

an honorable man to promote the best interests of the 28; and that you will 

deal justly by every brother 28 as if he were your natural brother, so help you 

God! [To this every candidate must answer “Yes” and kiss the Bible.]

The Degree Book describes the KGC’s object as “the entire and speedy con-
quest of 6 [Mexico], and the establishment of a separate and independent 
nation upon such basis as to render it subservient to the march of Ameri-
can Civilization.” The KGC’s planned movement is described as “defen-
sive colonization,” for which it will need sixteen thousand men and at 
least $2 million. Once inducted, the candidate is provided with the signs, 
grips, and passwords, and requested to buy and wear the KGC’s emblem. 
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It is noted that “These Signs &c are the same as are used by the 23 [ap-
parently the KGC army in Mexico] which is now a powerful organization 
working in unison with us.”
 The ritual of the “Second, or Brigade Degree of the 28; or, the Degree 
of the 39 [Knights of the True Faith]” further discloses that once Mexico 
is Americanized, the other states of the Caribbean and Central America 
will be invited to join, “which will give us control of the Gulf.” It notes 
that efforts are being made to purchase a steamer and to reconcile Mexi-
can and U.S. authorities. Second Degree members are urged “to use every 
honorable means to raise capital and material.” Members are to “always 
remember that this is a selfish organization, which looks to the pecuniary 
interests of its friends alone.” The ritual optimistically predicts that “if we 
get fairly off this fall [1859], the next fall [1860] will witness us masters of 
6 [Mexico] if not all of 21 [the Caribbean] and 49 [Central America].”
 The ritual further discloses that, upon entry, members of the “Third or 
Division Degree of the 55, or, the Degree of the 50 [Knights of the Colum-
bian Star]” become part of the KGC’s “Army Council” with responsibility 
to establish a government in the invaded territories from among members 
of the First, Second, and Third Degrees. The Third Degree ritual declares:

 We aim at the establishment of a great Democratic monarchy—a Repub-

lican Empire, which shall vie in grandeur with the old Roman Empire, and 

which shall regenerate and vivify society in Spanish America. . . . We aim at 

the establishment of a government the fathers and founders of which shall 

be 50 [Knights of the Columbian Star]. To each of you we plainly say, the 

high places are for you; you have done more, and are expected to do more for 

the 55 [American Legion] than the 28 [First Degree Knights] or Company 

member 3, and you deserve more.35

This profession of a grand monarchical empire-building program and 
preferences for Third Degree members were not disclosed to lower-degree 
members or the public.
 The KGC was not alone in the quest for a Central American empire. 
Southern fire-eaters backed by the OLS-a∞liated “Southern Rights Asso-
ciations” advanced similar goals. The fire-eaters argued that since Repub-
lican opposition prevented the addition of new slave territories through 
U.S. expansion, the South should secede and keep for itself the fortunes 
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that could be obtained from exploiting Central America’s agriculture and 
minerals.36 In an 1858 speech, Robert Barnwell Rhett, the South Carolina 
fire-eater who would become known as the “father of secession,” called 
for a slaveholding republic reaching from Virginia to Brazil, and told his 
audience that all of Mexico, Central America, and three-fourths of South 
America should be theirs by “civil conquest.”37 Albert Gallatin Brown, 
Mississippi’s expansionist U.S. senator, similarly told his constituents: “I 
want Tamaulipas, Potosi, and one or two other Mexican states; and I want 
them all for the same reason; for the planting and spread of slavery.”38 In 
Virginia, the Richmond Enquirer, then controlled by the fire-eater Roger 
Pryor, called for the formation of a great southern confederacy to include 
an alliance with Cuba and Brazil. It said that this confederacy would reju-
venate southern manufactures, culture, and pride.39

 At the southern commercial convention held at Montgomery in May 
1858, William Lowndes Yancey, a fire-eating lawyer and editor who had 
previously worked with Quitman in launching the “Southern Rights As-
sociations,” made an impassioned speech calling for the reopening of the 
slave trade as one element toward southern nationalism. Yancey had ear-
lier defended Walker’s filibustering activities as “the cause of the South,” 
and after his convention speech, he hosted a dinner party for Walker in his 
home.40 The Montgomery convention resulted in demands for positive U.S. 
congressional protection for slavery in the territories (i.e., a federal slave 
code), even though this went well beyond the protections afforded in exist-
ing U.S. slave states. Yancey and Albert Gallatin Brown of Mississippi soon 
championed a positive slave code, and support spread to other prominent 
southern leaders such as Jefferson Davis and Henry Wise (both of whom 
had previously supported nonintervention by Congress on slavery). This 
sudden coalescing of fire-eaters around a slave-code proposal (that had 
no realistic chance of passing in Congress) led many to allege it was really  
a calculated attempt to break up the Democratic Party, cause the election 
of a Republican president, and propel the South out of the Union.41

 Yancey and allied fire-eaters soon established a prosecession umbrella 
organization called the League of United Southerners to promote their 
southern-rights program. Yancey claimed that the league would save the 
Union by either guaranteeing southern rights or otherwise providing the 
vanguard for secession. In April 1858, Yancey wrote to his good friend 
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and KGC sympathizer Louis T. Wigfall, who was then leading the states’-
rights Democrats in Texas. In his letter, Yancey suggests they should con-
sider uniting “the three Leagues into one massive League” to counter Bu-
chanan’s strict enforcement of the U.S. Neutrality Laws.42 Yancey’s nascent 
master league ended up suffering a reverse, however, when his June 1858 
letter to James S. Slaughter found its way into the press. The letter reveals 
that Yancey urged, in connection with his league, that like our revolution-
ary fathers, we should “organize Committees of Safety all over the cotton 
States . . . [to] fire the Southern heart—instruct the Southern mind—give 
courage to each other, and at the proper moment, by one organized, con-
certed action, . . . precipitate the cotton States into a revolution.”43 This 
public exposure of revolutionary intent caused many of the other fire-eaters  
to back away and likely further convinced them of the need for a secret 
oath-bound society like the Knights of the Golden Circle.44

 The plans for the KGC as well as southern secession were dramatically 
affected by an event that occurred at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, during Oc-
tober 1859. The abolitionist John Brown, backed by a cadre of twenty-two 
insurgents, assaulted and seized the federal armory on October 16 with 
plans to use the captured weapons to incite a slave uprising in Virginia 
and other southern states. Brown and his men succeeded in holding the 
armory building for a day, but they were then killed or captured in an as-
sault by U.S. Marines under Colonel Robert E. Lee, whom Virginia gover-
nor Henry Alexander Wise had called in from Washington.45

 On November 19, the actor John Wilkes Booth decided that he wanted 
to join in the action. He bolted from rehearsal at Richmond’s Marshall 
Theatre and jumped on the special train sent by Governor Wise to take 
state militia from Richmond for the purpose of guarding the captured 
John Brown. To pursue his adventure, Booth donned the uniform of the 
Richmond Grays militia unit. He stayed in Harpers Ferry to witness the 
December 2, 1859, hanging of Brown, presided over by Governor Wise 
and attended by the Virginia fire-eaters Edmund Ru∞n and Roger Pryor.  
An actor friend later indicated that it was Booth’s KGC connections that 
had allowed him to board the train on which no civilians were allowed.
 Upon his return to Richmond, Booth found the theater’s managers had 
dismissed him, but his high-spirited friends from the militia (likely includ-
ing those in the KGC) marched on the theater and successfully demanded 
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Booth’s reinstatement.46 At the time, Maryland KGC commander Robert C.  
Tyler claimed that “myself and many other K.G.C.’s were concerned in the 
capture of some of the Ward Beecher Sharp’s carbines and lances of Old 
John Brown & Co.”47

 Instead of condemning him, many antislavery northerners described 
Brown as a martyr, and it was subsequently discovered that some northern 
abolitionists had financially underwritten his efforts.48 Governor Wise ex-
pressed outrage over the northern sympathy for Brown, and used it to cas-
tigate all Republicans and abolitionists. He warned of a secret conspiracy 
of corrupted slaves led by abolitionists poised to unleash similar arsons, 
poisonings, and insurrections across Virginia and the southern states. Wise 
told Virginians that the abolitionists must be “met and crushed,” that it was 
time to “organize and arm.”49 During the fall of 1859, George Bickley was in 
New York City trying to recruit a regiment for the KGC’s Mexican venture. 
Bickley was spotted at Cooper’s Institute in December 1859 in the com-
pany of Henry Clay Pate of Virginia, a noted pro-South militant who gave 
a speech entitled “John Brown in Kansas and Old Brown in Virginia.”50

 In late 1859 and 1860, the fears that resulted from the Harpers Ferry 
incident caused southerners to form vigilante committees to patrol and 
guard their neighborhoods against similar slave insurrections. It also re-
sulted in the election of extreme states’-rights candidates to governorships 
and other elective positions and in southern intransigence to compromise. 
This was especially true in Texas, where Union sentiment declined pre-
cipitously, and the fire-eater and Knights’ sympathizer Louis Wigfall was 
elected to the U.S. Senate in December 1859.51

 The quest for a southern slaveholding empire was now firmly estab-
lished, not only within the KGC, but also among sympathetic states’-rights 
and filibuster leaders. The army of the KGC, with support from its financial  
and political degrees, was gearing up to move into Mexico’s northern prov-
inces in cooperation with allied provincial governors. As Bickley had told 
his Knights in his General Order 52: “The time approaches when we must 
take the field.” Could the Knights pull off their audacious plan for the colo-
nization of northern Mexico, or would the growing U.S. sectional divide 
disrupt their efforts?
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THE DRIVE FOR MEXICO

N
early a quarter of President James Buchanan’s December 1859 
annual message to Congress focused on the deplorable and dete-
riorating conditions in neighboring Mexico. Buchanan noted that 

“Mexico ought to be rich and prosperous and powerful with . . . fertile 
soil and an incalculable store of mineral wealth,” and asked whether the 
commercial nations of the world would give it up to “anarchy and ruin.” 
Buchanan’s address detailed a series of arrests, deprivations, and mur-
ders against the persons, property, and trade of U.S. citizens in Mexico 
and pointed out the numerous occasions that he and his ministers had 
called for the United States to do something. He blamed General Miguel 
Miramón’s Conservative regime for these “barbarous” outrages and said 
there was little that the constitutional government of Benito Juárez could 
do since the Conservatives controlled Mexico’s populous central regions. 
Buchanan proclaimed it was the “duty” of the United States as a neighbor-
ing state to restore peace and order for the benefit of the Mexican people.
 Buchanan’s message reiterated the request he had made the previous 
year for authorization to establish U.S. military posts across the Mexican 
line in Sonora and Chihuahua. But he now went much further, seeking 
authorization “to employ a su∞cient military force to enter Mexico for the 
purpose of obtaining indemnity for the past and security for the future.” 
Buchanan predicted that such a force would enable the constitutional gov-
ernment of Juárez to “soon reach the City of Mexico and extend its power 
over the whole Republic.” Buchanan seemed to be playing into the KGC’s 
hands in suggesting the use of volunteers who could be “early raised in 
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[the United States] from among those who sympathize with the sufferings 
of our unfortunate fellow-citizens in Mexico.”1

 Buchanan’s message was deemed so supportive to the KGC’s objectives  
that a section of it was incorporated verbatim into the KGC’s 1860 initiation  
ritual, which contained a portion where the KGC captain tells the initiates 
that “[the situation in Mexico] is horrible enough to mantle every Ameri-
can’s cheek with a blush of shame.” In the ritual, the captain is instructed 
to recite the words of Buchanan himself to the recruits:

[Buchanan] says:—“outrages of the worst description are committed both 

upon persons and property. There is scarcely any form of injury which has 

not been suffered by our citizens in Mexico during the last few years. Peace-

ful American residents occupying rightful possessions have been suddenly 

expelled from the country in defiance of treaties, and by the mere force of 

arbitrary power. Vessels of the United States have been seized without law, 

and a Consular o∞cer who protested against such outrages has been fined 

and imprisoned.”

The KGC captain then laments: “And yet, in the face of such outrages, 
repeated over and over, the United States Government, with a population 
of nearly twenty-four millions had not the courage to stand up and shield 
her honor as a nation!” He concludes: “The K. G. C. would be an humble 
instrument to secure our citizens protection—no matter where they live.”2

 Elkanah Bracken Greer, the grand commander of the KGC’s powerful 
Texas regiments, took away a different import from Buchanan’s remarks. 
In a January 26, 1860, circular letter sent from New Orleans to “the K’s. 
G. C. of Tennessee, Mississippi, Louisiana and Alabama,” Greer notes that 
“the President, in his recent message, recommends to Congress the es-
tablishment of a protectorate over 6 [Mexico], so soon as Congress is or-
ganized.” Greer says he believes that Congress will heartily concur in the 
president’s recommendation and “then our [the KGC’s] hands will be tied” 
for an independent intervention. Greer therefore urges the KGC to “make 
haste to take the initiative in our grand and glorious undertaking.”
 Greer issued his circular letter as “Commander-in-Chief, and President 
of the Texas Board of War.” In it, he indicates that despite “the appar-
ent lethargy upon the part of our Commander [Bickley],” two Texas KGC 
regiments are “ready to move immediately, and take possession of the 
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[northern Mexican] States of Tamaulipas, Neuava Leon, Coahuila, and 
Chihuahua, and of them organize a Government . . . around which our 
valiant Knights will soon rally.” But Greer says the Texas Knights need 
subsistence beyond the $500,000 already raised. Greer therefore asks his 
“Brother Knights” from the four indicated U.S. southern states to appoint 
delegates who would meet in New Orleans during March 1860 in order to 
discuss “matters of importance in connection with the enterprise.” Greer 
promises that the expedition will not bring conflict with the U.S. govern-
ment and, if provided with the necessary subsistence, the Texas regiments 
will succeed.” He concludes: “The southern country, its bone and sinew, is 
ripe for the movement and will aid us.”3

 Greer, a ramrod-straight man of action, was a lawyer, railroad superin-
tendent, plantation owner, and Democratic states’-rights activist from the 
KGC hotbed of Marshall, Texas. He had become involved with the KGC in 
1858, when he assisted Bickley in establishing castles throughout Texas 
and Louisiana. He subsequently traveled around the country recruiting. 
Greer spent so much time in furtherance of the Knights’ agenda that his 
in-laws accused him of neglecting his wife and three children. By 1859, he 
had assumed the lofty title of “Grand Commander” of the Texas KGC and 
was a noted power across Texas and the South.4

 Greer had been born in 1825 at Paris, Tennessee. His family moved to 
Holly Springs, Mississippi, when he was eleven. At nineteen, Greer en-
listed as a private in Jefferson Davis’s First Mississippi Rifle Regiment at 
the beginning of the Mexican War, and subsequently rose to the rank of 
sergeant. Upon returning to Mississippi, Greer was elected major general 
of the Mississippi Militia and was responsible for organizing, drilling, and 
disciplining its soldiers. In 1848, he moved to a plantation owned by his 
new wife’s family near Marshall, Texas, and soon became a lawyer and a 
prosperous planter in his own right.5 Greer—a tall, lean redhead with an 
impetuous temper and an imperious manner—was “cool under fire” and a 
man of few words.6

 Through his own family as well as his wife’s, Greer had connections all 
over the South. His father, Captain James Greer, was a lawyer, planter, 
and legislator descended from a Virginia Revolutionary War o∞cer. James 
Greer acquired land throughout Mississippi and sired seventeen children, 
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many of whom became notable and spread across Tennessee, Mississippi, 
and Arkansas—three eventual strongholds of the KGC.7

 In 1851, Elkanah married Anne Holcombe, the daughter of a promi-
nent Marshall, Texas, family. Anne was the sister of Lucy Holcombe, the 
ex-fiancé of López’s artillery commander, William Crittenden, who had 
been executed as a result of the failed 1851 Cuban filibuster. In 1855, Lucy 
published a historical novel titled The Free Flag of Cuba, dedicated to her 
friend U.S. General John Quitman, that portrayed López’s 1851 filibuster 
to Cuba as a holy mission. Lucy later married Francis Pickens, the Civil 
War governor of South Carolina, and subsequently became known as “the 
Queen of the Confederacy.”8

 The second-in-command of the Texas KGC was George Washington 
Chilton, a state legislator and slave owner from Tyler, Texas, a town about 
sixty miles west of Marshall. Like Greer, Chilton also had important con-
nections throughout the South. Most notable was his uncle, William Par-
ish Chilton of Alabama, the law partner of William Yancey and an even-
tual leader in the Confederate Provisional Congress. George Chilton was a 
fierce-looking Tyler lawyer, Indian fighter, and KGC recruiter who would 
succeed Elkanah Greer in early 1861 as Texas “Grand Marshall.” Chilton’s 
son, who would subsequently become a U.S. senator for Texas, remem-
bered his father as “mounted on a horse, dressed in some bright rega-
lia, crossing the square, at Tyler, with a number of men composing the 
Knights of the Golden Circle.”9 From 1858 to 1861, George Chilton headed 
the KGC-a∞liated Tyler Guards from Smith County.10

 Hearing that the powerful Texas Knights were serious about moving 
into Mexico immediately, Bickley rushed to New Orleans to try to stall a 
precipitous move by the KGC from the four southern states. During the 
first week of February, Bickley promised Greer that he would move a KGC 
division from the east within four or five weeks to help with the Mexico 
intervention. Meanwhile, Greer told his brother-in-law that he had one 
thousand men enlisted in Texas and that “the Knights are eager to take up 
the line of march.”11

 Greer continued his independent course on February 20 by offering his 
“regiment of a thousand volunteers . . . ready to move at a moment’s no-
tice” to Texas governor Sam Houston, alleged to be a member of the Order 
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of the Lone Star and a renowned Indian fighter and leader in Texas’s 1835 
fight for independence.12 Houston was then considering his own grand 
plan to move into Mexico to establish a protectorate for “humanitarian 
purposes” that he said was distinguished from “filibustering.” Houston 
claimed his protectorate would not only help the Mexican populace but 
also curb the Mexican bandits marauding into Texas, as well as slaves es-
caping from Texas into Mexico.13 He replied to the offer of Greer’s regi-
ment, “We will see.” Houston noted that he had applied to Washington 
for financial help for Mexican intervention since “the Legislature had ad-
journed without leaving me a dollar in the Treasury.”14

 In seeking federal military aid, Houston instructed his friend and con-
fidant Ben McCulloch, then in Washington, to “see the President and Sec-
retary of War.” McCulloch was a Texas KGC and Ranger leader. Houston 
exuberantly told him, “There will be stirring times on the Rio Grande ere 
long.” Houston sent a simultaneous February 13 letter to U.S. secretary of 
war John Floyd for the attention of President Buchanan. It complained 
about “the Indian troubles” and the “forays from Mexico on our South-
ern border” and noted Texas’s “empty Treasury.” The letter warned that as 
governor, Houston might be forced in self-defense “to not only repel the 
aggressions from Mexico, but also to adopt such measure as will prevent 
the recurrence of similar inroads upon our frontier.” Houston concluded: 
“Texas can and will if appealed to, in thirty days, be able to muster in the 
field ten thousand men who are anxious, embarrassed as her finances are, 
to make reclamations upon Mexico. Can we hope for aid from the Federal 
Government?”15

 In addition to the KGC regiments, Houston as Texas’s governor also 
had at his disposal several regiments of the Texas Rangers, viewed as 
heirs to the chivalric knightly tradition, but who in reality fought Indians 
and bandits with brutal savagery.16 Houston saw the Rangers, who were 
themselves loaded with KGC members, as the nucleus of the army that he 
would order into Mexico.17 In addition to Ben McCulloch, old-time Ranger 
captains like Bart Sims, Jack Hayes, and James Callahan as well as then 
current Ranger captains like John R. Baylor, John Littleton, and Laurence 
Sullivan Ross were members of the Knights. John Salmon Ford, the Mexi-
can War hero who commanded the Rangers, was one of the KGC’s top 
Texas leaders.18
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 The account of James Pike describes the interaction between the Rangers 
and the KGC. Pike, a transplant to Texas via Ohio and Missouri, served in 
the Rangers from July 1859 until the spring of 1860, when his Ranger com-
pany was solicited by a KGC captain at Belknap, Texas. The KGC captain  
told Pike’s unit that Governor Sam Houston intended to lead a force of twelve  
thousand Knights into Mexico to be funded by English capitalists for the 
purpose of annexing the northern Mexican states. Pike describes the pitch 
made by the KGC captain:

The captain was a ready talker, and well calculated to seduce the unwary 

into his schemes; and nearly all the rangers were induced to become mem-

bers of the order. . . . He was exceedingly lavish in his promises; to become 

a knight was to secure perpetual fame at once; and few of the rangers who 

joined but believed that the lowest position which would fall to their lot 

would be that of a field o∞cer. “All promotions” [the captain said] “were to 

be made from the ranks” (an old story every soldier knows), and all the great 

estates in Mexico were to be confiscated to secure fortunes to the adventur-

ers. Immense tracts of land were to be granted to members of the order; the 

mines in Sonora were to be parceled out; and every possessor to be made a 

Croesus at once.19

Contemporaneous news reports indicate that similar KGC emissaries were 
traversing other areas of Texas at the time, drumming up volunteers.20

 In New Orleans, rumors flew that Sam Houston would lead a contin-
gent of twelve thousand Knights into Mexico to boost his U.S. presidential 
ambitions and divert attention from the U.S. sectional controversy. KGC 
Captain Thomas Troup Gammage said he had helped initiate Houston 
into the Knights at this time so that Houston could head up the Mexican 
expedition.21 Gammage predicted that “if [the Mexican bandit] Cortinas 
does make another raid . . . Governor Houston himself will lead an invad-
ing force, pledged to conquer and annex all of the country between the Rio 
Grande and the Sierra Nevada.”22 The Texas KGC leader and entrepreneur 
Albert Miller Lea and his brother Pryor even tried to interest U.S. Army 
Colonel Robert E. Lee in the Knights’ annexation scheme. Lee had just 
arrived to assume command over the six thousand U.S. troops stationed 
along Texas’s frontier. Albert Lee reported to Governor Houston that Colo-
nel Lee “would not touch any thing that he would consider vulgar filibus-
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tering; but he is not without ambition, and under the sanction of Govt. he 
might be more than willing to aid you to pacificate [sic] Mexico.”23

 While Greer was tendering his regiment to Governor Houston, Bickley 
was apparently finalizing a treaty with Manuel Doblado, governor of the 
rich Mexican mining province of Guanajuato. The terms of the treaty were 
subsequently revealed in the secret 1860 ritual of the KGC’s First Degree:

Under a treaty closed with 3 (Manual [sic] Doblado, Governor of Guana-

juato) on the 11th of February, 1860, we are invited to Colonize in 2 (Mexico) 

to enable the best people there to establish a permanent government. We 

agree to introduce a force of 15,000 men, armed, equipped, and provided, 

and to take the field under the command of 3 (Manual [sic] Doblado, Gov-

ernor of Guanajuato), who agrees to furnish an equal number of men to 

be o∞cered by the K. G. C.’s. To cover the original expenses of arming our 

forces, there is mortgaged to our Trustees the right to collect one half the 

annual revenues of 4 (Guanajuato) until we are paid the sum of $840,000. 

As a bonus there is also ceded to us 536,000 acres of land [each KGC im-

migrant to be ceded at least 610 acres]. To secure this there is mortgaged to 

us all the public property of 4 (Guanajuato) amounting in taxable value to 

$23,000,000. 3 (Manual [sic] Doblado, Governor of Guanajuato) is now 

there, making arrangements for our reception.24

Unlike the 1859 Degree Book or Greer’s circular letter, the above passage 
makes no reference to the northern Mexican provinces of Tamaulipas, 
Nuevo León, Coahuila, Chihuahua, or Sonora. This was likely because 
northern Mexico’s independent-minded strongman Santiago Vidaurri had 
defected from the Juárez Liberal coalition in September 1859 and had 
withdrawn his army from the field, in part due to fears of a filibustering  
invasion from Texas. Nor does the passage mention Liberal President 
Benito Juárez, since he and the majority of his cabinet had by now rejected 
the use of “ten thousand Yankee mercenaries.” KGC leaders hoped Juárez 
would reconsider, since by February 1860, General Miguel Miramón’s 
army had swept the Liberals from the field, and Juárez and his remaining 
ministers were under siege at Vera Cruz.25

 Meanwhile, the U.S. Congress was considering the Treaty of Transit and 
Commerce negotiated by the Buchanan administration, which would pro-
vide the Juárez government with $4 million in desperately needed funds 
in return for specified U.S. transit rights in northern Mexico and Tehuan-
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tepec. Congressman Samuel Sullivan Cox, representing Bickley’s former 
district near Cincinnati, pointed to the KGC-planned intervention as a 
reason to support the proposed treaty in a March 1860 speech to the U.S. 
House of Representatives:

If our Government fails in its duty now [i.e., to approve the treaty], one 

thing will happen, and that is, the sudden apparition of Houston, with ten 

thousand Texans, in northern Mexico. Such movements are as irrepressible 

as fate. They may be even less responsible and more reckless than Houston’s 

project. I know that such movements are now in process of organization. . . . 

They are led by the “Knights of the Golden Circle,” whose mystic “K. G. C.” 

has the magic of King Arthur’s horn. . . . Proposals have been made to Juarez 

by these adventurous spirits . . . to place him in the capital and loan him 

$500,000, in consideration of the public lands to be granted in [northern 

Mexican provinces]. . . .The gentlemen in the country connected with these 

movements are men of military tact and approved courage. They profess 

to obey our neutrality laws; they will not infract them; but if they go into 

Mexico they will go as emigrants, on invitation, and carry the appliances of 

art, manufacture and agriculture.26

Cox concluded his extended remarks by waxing eloquent on behalf of U.S. 
Manifest Destiny and his favorite secret society: “The very stars in their 
courses are ‘Knights of the Golden Circle’ and illustrate the record of hu-
man advancement. They are the type of that territorial expansion from 
which this American continent cannot be exempted without annihilation. 
The finger of Providence points to our nation as the guiding star of this 
progress.”27 Alternatively, Republican U.S. senator James Rood Doolittle 
from Wisconsin charged that the drive to acquire “Cuba, Mexico, Central 
America, all tropical America” and the “reopening of the slave trade” rep-
resented “southern fanaticism” and “the solution of Walker and his fili-
busters: the solution of the slave propagandists, or of the Knights of the 
Golden Circle.”28

 Southern papers like the Norfolk (Va.) Southern Argus subsequently 
printed Congressman Cox’s speech in full, noting that unless the distur-
bances on the Rio Grande were calmed, Governor Houston would soon in-
tervene with ten thousand men, or “the Knights of the Golden Circle will, 
numbering forty thousand men, banded together with ‘hooks of steel’ . . . 
to be introduced upon the invitation of the Liberal Government at Vera 
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Cruz.”29 More than one hundred Knights, headed by a fife and drum, pa-
raded in Norfolk, Virginia, to generate interest for upcoming meetings 
addressed by Norfolk’s prominent citizens.30 Virginius D. Groner, a lawyer 
who was active in the local militia, headed the Knights in Norfolk. Groner 
had recently returned from a stint with the Rangers in Texas and was now 
a leader in the KGC across Virginia.31

 One thousand Knights—mostly young men from respectable families—
were reported to be drilling in Baltimore, and 250 Knights were preparing 
at Memphis “for a foray into Sonora or an attack on Vera Cruz.”32 In New 
Orleans, 2,200 men were reported drilling, and a division of 2,500 was re-
ported “armed and equipped” in Texas.33 The Yazoo Democrat (Yazoo City, 
Miss.) proclaimed that the Knights were “en rapport with the Juarez Gov-
ernment” and said they were going as a military body “to occupy and an-
nex Mexico a la Texas.”34 The Dallas Herald chimed in: “If Mr. Buchanan 
wants Mexico for the Juarez party, let him have it even with the assistance 
of the K. G. C.’s.”35 As of March 2, 1860, T. T. Gammage, captain of the 
Rusk County KGC castle in Texas, said that a departure date had been set, 
and he ordered his Rusk Knights to assemble on March 10 for movement 
to the rendezvous point.36

 In mid-March 1860, the meeting of southern KGC leaders that Greer 
had called for in his circular letter took place at New Orleans. The KGC at-
tendees included Greer, commander of the Texas division; Colonel Henry C.  
Young, commander of the First Tennessee Regiment; and Colonel Na-
thaniel J. Scott, commander of a KGC regiment in Alabama. Scott was a 
substantial merchant and plantation owner from Auburn, while Young 
was a Memphis lawyer who had been born in Alabama.37 Bickley arrived 
for the meeting with KGC Colonel Temple and KGC surgeon Semple. New 
Orleans papers reported that the KGC leaders were maintaining hourly 
contact with hundreds of New Orleans citizens prepared to embark on 
the “noble work” of placing “the ‘liberal’ or Juarez party in the full and 
peaceful occupation of the City of Mexico, and thus prove to the world 
that Americans will never refuse to other struggling people the aid so op-
portunely rendered us by the French in 1777.” But despite the favorable 
spin, Bickley was severely criticized at the meeting for failing to produce 
his promised KGC army division and the necessary additional funding for 
the expedition.38
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 This led Bickley, Colonel Nathaniel J. Scott, Major Henry C. Castellanos 
(a New Orleans criminal lawyer), and James Ross Howard (a New Orleans 
engineer) to immediately embark on a KGC fund-raising and recruiting 
drive through Alabama and Georgia.39 They twice visited Montgomery, 
where more than two hundred KGC members were reported. Here KGC 
gentlemen from Virginia (likely including Groner) joined the group.40 At 
Selma, the KGC speakers said their object was to throw eighteen thousand 
troops into Mexico. They claimed that some seventeen thousand men were 
already enrolled on the KGC’s military list, more than $700,000 secured, 
and more than five thousand men were ready to cross the Rio Grande to 
enter into service of the Juárez government.41

 In Georgia, Bickley gave several southern-rights lectures on March 20 
at Atlanta’s city hall, in which he said that one or more KGC regiments 
had already been tendered for Mexico from each of the other Cotton and 
Border States. He urged Georgia to “take with her sisters an equal share of 
the rich, glorious blessing by coming to the aid of an organization which 
embraces Southern Governors, Senators and Members of Congress.” A 
resolution was passed that recognized the KGC as a movement to guar-
antee slavery, not only where it exists, but also its possible extension to 
the south.42 Three of Atlanta’s four newspapers supported the KGC, and 
Archibald Alexander Gaulding, the publisher/editor of the Atlanta Intel-
ligencer, served as a KGC fund-raiser and speaker.43 Bickley also spoke 
at Augusta the next evening on the need to acquire Cuba and Mexico for 
slavery expansion.44 At Macon, the KGC speakers said their Mexican expe-
dition would involve five thousand “picked men” and that the U.S. govern-
ment was aware of its intention and would not interfere.45

 Meanwhile, thousands of Knights from more than twenty different lo-
cations congregated around Gonzales on the Guadalupe River in south 
central Texas. Sizeable detachments arrived from the eastern port cities 
of Baltimore and New York, Norfolk and Petersburg in Virginia, with oth-
ers coming from Arkansas, Kansas, and Nebraska. Major R. A. Crawford 
of Gri∞th led a regiment from Georgia.46 A regiment of Texans arrived 
from Smith County under KGC leader George Chilton, with further Texas 
companies coming from Austin, Henderson, Rusk, San Antonio, and Sul-
phur Springs.47 The Gonzales Telegraph reported that “a large army [of 
KGC] . . . well organized and equipped . . . are at this moment moving in 
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scores to the rendezvous.”48 A sizeable number of Knights were reportedly 
preparing to embark from Baton Rouge, and 150 Knights were reported to 
have left on a schooner from New Orleans on the evening of March 29.49

 By early April, a Brownsville, Texas, correspondent for the New York 
Herald indicated that many of the congregated Knights from Gonzales 
had reached Texas’s southern border at the Rio Grande River: “This sec-
tion of the country is filled up with members of this mysterious organiza-
tion [KGC] . . . their fires are increased every night by new parties arriving 
during the day. . . . [F]rom this place to Goliad . . . there is a continuous 
caravan of them, coming in small parties, in large parties, on horseback 
and in wagons, armed and unarmed, with money and without it.”50 U.S. 
Army Major Samuel Heintzelman noted in his diary that there were al-
most two thousand Knights in Brownsville as of April 12. In addition, 
more than 780 Knights were reportedly assembled at New Orleans wait-
ing for a steamship to take them to the Mexican border.51

 But neither the U.S. Congress nor the Buchanan administration would 
approve federal funding for Sam Houston’s proposed expedition. The U.S. 
Senate also refused to approve the negotiated Treaty of Transit and Com-
merce with Juárez, due to the growing U.S. sectional divide and concerns 
about mutual security entanglements. The Buchanan administration 
distinguished its objectives from the KGC’s by noting that it advocated 
intervening in order to maintain, assist, and preserve Mexico as an inde-
pendent republic, while the KGC proposed “to occupy and annex Mexico 
a la Texas.”52

 This lack of federal funding caused Texas governor Houston to reverse 
his pro-intervention stance. On March 21, he issued a proclamation or-
dering the Knights to disband. According to Ben McCulloch, who arrived 
in Gonzales in mid-March, a letter from Houston was posted on the wall 
of the city hall, saying the “group of citizens” gathering for the purpose 
of invading Mexico were “without authority from the government of the 
United States or the State of Texas.” McCulloch wrote to Houston on April 
6, pleading with him to reverse his position and assume command of the 
KGC expedition, but to no avail. The Knights and Texas Rangers gather-
ing on Texas’s southern border now hoped that Ranger Commander John 
Ford would lead the expedition.53
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 But the KGC’s planned thrust into Mexico was suddenly threatened 
by dissension within its own ranks. Jefferson Davis’s brother-in-law, Jo-
seph Davis Howell, a noted New Orleans filibuster leader, hurled charges 
against Bickley as a charlatan and a fraud. A card signed by Howell and 
the directory publisher W. H. Rainey appeared in early April in the New 
Orleans True Delta, stating:

Through representations [i.e., generous pay and land grants] made to us, 

which we believed and received in good faith, from an individual styling 

Himself gen. bickley, Commander-in-Chief of the K. G. C., we have been 

introduced [sic] to deceive between five and six hundred of our fellow citi-

zens.

 For the purpose of vindicating ourselves to our friends, and to prevent 

others from all parts of the Union being deceived by this man, we pronounce 

him an imposter, for which we hold ourselves personally responsible.54

This was followed up by allegations of financial irregularities, alleging that 
Bickley had absconded with KGC initiation fees.55 The six-foot, seven-inch 
Howell, the elder brother of Davis’s wife, Varina, had served in Jeff Davis’s 
First Mississippi Regiment during the Mexican War. In 1855, he had re-
cruited a company of fifty men from New Orleans for General Quitman’s 
aborted Cuban filibustering expedition. Afterward, he moved to Califor-
nia, where he reportedly served as a mercenary and then returned to New 
Orleans in 1857.56

 At the time of Howell’s charges, Bickley, as well as KGC Colonels Greer 
and Young and other Knight notables, were in New Orleans, likely meet-
ing to decide how to raise further funds for the Mexican expedition.57 Bick-
ley quickly responded to the charges with his own card in the New Orleans 
Evening Picayune of April 5, saying he had called a meeting with the dis-
affected parties “and gave a full and fair explanation of my acts since the 
origin of the organization.” Bickley asked the Knights to suspend judgment 
until “matters now forcibly held private can be made public.”58 Apparently 
his explanation wasn’t satisfactory to the dissidents, since reports indicate 
that on April 7, the disaffected KGC of Louisiana and Alabama expelled 
Bickley and appointed Colonel Greenborough as commander in chief. The 
local KGC assets were placed under W. E. Starke, who the reports said 
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would meet all obligations.59 Starke was then a cotton broker in New Or-
leans, and he would later become a brigadier general in the Confederate 
army.60

 Bickley subsequently defended himself by saying that members of the 
order interested in a “mere filibuster” had inappropriately pushed him “to 
precipitate matters without due preparation and prudence and without 
a proper observance of law.”61 He further explained that “it is a notori-
ous fact, that the President of the K. G. C. has, on numerous occasions, 
been personated by other men, who have tried to make money out of the 
organization.”62 Bickley also said that KGC Major Henry Castellanos, the 
commandant of the KGC’s Second Louisiana Regiment, had indicated 
that “the Creoles and French will stand by you. . . . You can depend on 
one regiment of twelve hundred men from New Orleans.”63 The Atlanta 
Intelligencer, published by the pro-KGC editor Alexander A. Gaulding, re-
ported that Bickley had made a plausible defense of himself, and noted 
that “whatever the fate of General Bickley, we still have great faith in the 
Knights of the Golden Circle.”64

 While the New Orleans filibuster element may have been overeager, the 
most likely explanation for the dissidents’ charges is that Bickley, as was 
his tendency, overpromised and then could not produce the needed funds, 
men, and invitation from Mexican authorities. Samuel A. Lockridge, a 
former Walker filibusterer and recruiter who was then considering an ac-
tive part in the Knights’ expedition, said as much. Lockridge indicated 
he had been led to believe that President Buchanan and his cabinet had 
their “heart and soul” in the cause. But when Lockridge asked to see “the 
money and everything pertaining to the expedition, . . . [he] found it was 
a humbug of the first order and that they had no means and never had the 
promise of assent by or from responsible parties.” Despite this, Lockridge 
noted that “some of the first men in our country [are] in association of the 
K. G. C. and they are now forming under . . . a different basis in Texas and 
other states and may yet succeed in their objects.”(Lockridge did subse-
quently join Greer’s Texas KGC division.)65

 Bickley’s nephew Charles quickly came to his uncle’s defense, stating 
that the schism was due to “rowdies, gamblers, and other disreputable 
elements” in New Orleans who didn’t live up to the KGC’s standard to 
“embrace only gentlemen of character and respectability.”66 Robert Tyler, 
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commander of the KGC’s First Maryland Regiment, similarly blamed the 
former Walker filibusterers for the ruckus and said that the “dissatisfac-
tion [was an] attempt by William Walker, Sockridge [meaning Lockridge] 
and others in N. O. to break up our organization.”67 Despite the turmoil, 
Colonel Tyler addressed a large and enthusiastic KGC meeting at Norfolk 
at the beginning of May 1860.68

 After unsuccessfully trying to defend himself before the New Orleans 
dissidents, Bickley, on advice of friends, left for Mobile, Alabama, to ar-
range a general and “final” KGC convention. Major James Ross Howard of 
Alabama (who would serve as the secretary for the Raleigh, Convention) 
assisted in making the arrangements. Born in Virginia, the ubiquitous 
Howard had been reared in Louisiana and educated as a civil engineer 
in Paris. He fought in the Mexican War, and during 1859–1860 turned up 
with the KGC in Alabama, Louisiana, and Maryland.69 While preparing for 
the Raleigh Convention, Bickley called for an investigation of the allega-
tions against him to be headed by Greer and Samuel J. Richardson from 
Marshall, Texas.70

 The drive for Mexico had been imperiously demanded by Greer and his 
Texas Knights and was fueled by the desire of New Orleans’s filibustering 
element for action. Given Greer’s stature and persistence, Bickley probably 
had no other choice than to go along, despite realizing he had not raised 
the $2 million in funding needed to launch the expedition. When Joseph 
Howell and the New Orleans filibusterers discovered this, they blamed 
Bickley and lodged charges against him that halted pursuit of the venture. 
Would Bickley now be able to redeem himself, maintain leadership of the 
Knights, and reinitiate his drive for the Americanization of Mexico?
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A REGIONAL COALITION

A
s a prelude to the Raleigh convention, Bickley issued General 
Order No. 546 on April 6, 1860, from the headquarters of the 
KGC American Legion at Mobile, Alabama. Sent directly to KGC 

state commanders and appearing in southern newspapers, it ordered each 
KGC castle to assemble and elect delegates to a “final” KGC convention 
to begin on May 7 in Raleigh, North Carolina. It said that the purpose of 
the convention was to “elect a permanent Commander-in-Chief for the 
[KGC’s] military department . . . [t]o elect a permanent financial chair-
man, and to thoroughly organize the monied department . . . [t]o elect a 
Permanent President of the third or governing department . . . and provide 
a board of advisement.” It also indicated that the convention would enact 
a code that will “clear the organization of vicious characters” and “prepare 
an address to the people of the Southern States.”1

 Accompanying the general order was a “Circular Letter” to “Fellow Sol-
diers of the American Legion, K. G. C.” in which Bickley melodramatically 
announces that upon the organization of the Raleigh convention, he will 
resign his positions as “de facto President of the Organization, and thereby 
the Commander of its Forces.” In it, he makes a spirited defense of his past 
leadership in response to those who have tried “to break up our Organiza-
tion, and turn it from the noble purposes for which it was organized, into a 
Fillibuster concern.” Bickley states that the dissidents, “failing to get o∞ces 
have become piqued and lost no chance to slander all connected with the 
Organization.” He notes that “shafts of jealousy and misrepresentation” 
have been hurled not only at him, but also at the following KGC leaders:
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At Col. R. C. Tyler of Md.; at Col. V. D. Groner, of Va.; at Major Tillery, of 

N.C.; at Lieut. Col. Tillery, of S.C.; at Major Kinney, of Ky.; at Col. H. C. 

Young, of Tenn.; at Major W. G. Iaeger, of Md.; at Col. R. A. Crawford, of 

Ga.; at Col. J. M. Wampler, of Va.; at Col. N. J. Scott, of Ala.; at Col. W. D. 

Robbins, of Miss.; at Major H. C. Castellanos, of La.; at Col. W. B. Temple, of 

Tenn.; at Gen. E. Greer, of Texas; at Major Larrentree, of Ark.; at Col. M. M.  

Black, of La.; at Major R. H. Archer, of Md.; and at nearly every leading 

member of the Organization.2

 With respect to the KGC’s planned Mexican intervention, Bickley 
a∞rms this is “our field of operations.” He continues: “If President Juarez 
chooses to invite us to his country, or any Constitutional Governor of any 
Mexican State . . . as emigrants, it is our privilege to accept such invitation, 
and then if we are incorporated in the Constitutional army of Mexico, with 
the distinct understanding that we shall put the Government in posses-
sion of the capitol, then it is our right to make the best terms we can for 
this service.” Bickley claims that the KGC’s assurance not to violate the 
laws of the United States had prevented U.S. government interference de-
spite the fact that for two years, the KGC has been drilling large bodies of 
men throughout the southern states in cities such as “Baltimore, Norfolk,  
Peters burg, Richmond, Lynchburg, Wilmington, Charleston, New Orleans,  
Memphis, St. Louis, Louisville, Atlanta and Vicksburg”—even “in Wash-
ington city, within earshot of the President’s house.”3

 Bickley’s circular letter then presents a unique breakdown of the 
strength of the Knights’ army as of April 1860, as well as its state reg-
imental commanders. Bickley first notes: “There is a Division of about 
3,500 men in Texas and Arkansas under the charge of General Greer.” 
This estimate was probably in the ballpark since in January 1860, Greer 
said he had two regiments of Texas Knights “ready to move immediately,” 
and close to a thousand Knights were subsequently reported in Arkansas.4 
Bickley next states: “[There is] a Regiment of about 1200 men in Mary-
land in charge of Col. R. C. Tyler . . . a Regiment of about 1,000 men [in 
Virginia] in care of V. D. Groner; a Regiment in North Carolina of about 
600 men in care of Maj. R. C. Tillery.” These estimates were also likely 
fairly accurate since extensive KGC activity was reported in Maryland and 
Virginia, and Virginius Groner was known to have been instrumental in 
expanding the KGC into North Carolina.5 Bickley also reports that there 
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is “a full Regiment of 1,000 at Memphis, Tenn., commanded by Col. H. C. 
Young” (a Memphis lawyer who had been involved in the April 16, 1860, 
meeting in New Orleans) and “a regiment of 1,000 in Mississippi, com-
manded by Col. W. D. Robbins.”6

 The remainder of Bickley’s estimate appears more speculative. He re-
ports in his “Circular Letter”:

a regiment forming in South Carolina, by Lt. Col. S. H. Tillery; two Regi-

ments forming in Georgia, one in charge of Col. R. A. Crawford, and the other 

at present unrepresented . . . a Regiment in detached companies in other 

parts of Tennessee, for which no appointments have been made; . . . and an-

other forming in the State [Mississippi] for which no commission has been 

issued; two Regiments are forming in Alabama—the first commanded by a 

prominent citizen and an old soldier, and the second by Col. N. J. Scott; there 

is a regiment forming in Kentucky the commander of which has not been 

fixed upon, but will be tendered to Col. Ed. Marshall; there is a Regiment  

in New Orleans of 1000 men, the Colonel of which has resigned, and an-

other forming for which no appointments have been made; and a Regiment 

in Northwest Louisiana, in charge of Col . M. M. Black.7

With respect to Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, New Orleans, and South 
Carolina, the breakdown itself indicates these regiments are only “form-
ing.” It also admits that the prior colonel of the existing New Orleans regi-
ment had resigned; given the dissension, the one in northwest Louisiana 
is also suspect.
 Discounting the more speculative portion of Bickley’s enumeration, the 
actual regiments in Texas/Arkansas, Maryland, Mississippi, Virginia, and 
Tennessee would together indicate a KGC army of 8,300 men. This is close 
to the 7,000 noted in the KGC’s 1859 Degree Book. In general, the KGC 
military strength was concentrated in two power centers—the 3,500-man 
division in Texas/Arkansas under Greer, and the almost 3,000 Knights in 
Maryland/Virginia/North Carolina under Tyler/ Groner/Tillery. Bickley’s 
enumeration mentions no KGC forces in Florida or for any western states, 
including Missouri and California, where substantial KGC membership 
would subsequently be reported.
 Bickley’s letter, in describing the three KGC departments, discloses that 
the “Second Department,” which is purely financial, is “thus organized: A 
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Central Financial Bureau at New Orleans; State Central committees in 
each Southern State, and then in every important place sub-committees.” 
Bickley concludes his “Circular Letter” by ordering each company of the 
KGC’s American Legion to send one delegate to “Headquarters at Raleigh, 
N.C.” with “full and discretionary powers,” since they will not only be se-
lecting new leaders, but also the date for departure to Mexico, as well as 
new ceremonials to sift the “rowdies” from the organization.8

 A few weeks prior to the KGC’s Raleigh gathering, the Democratic Party 
met in convention on April 23, 1860, at Charleston, South Carolina, to 
nominate their national candidates and adopt a party platform. While Ste-
phen Douglas, the “Little Giant” from Illinois, was clearly the Democrat’s 
front-runner for president, the convention decided to first obtain agree-
ment on the party’s platform. It required a two-thirds vote of authorized 
delegates for decision making.
 Rhett and Yancey had previously worked out the strategy that the fire-
eaters would employ at the Charleston Democratic Convention—they 
would present nonnegotiable demands for the right to hold slaves in all 
U.S. territories. If these were rejected, then the southern delegates should 
walk out and select their own candidates. If this demand for positive slav-
ery protection caused the Republicans to win, then Rhett and Yancey 
proposed that southern governors should call for the election of delegates 
to state constitutional conventions and secede. Many saw the coopera-
tive strategy of “Rhett, Yancey, & Company” as a conspiracy to destroy the 
Democratic Party and tear apart the Union.9

 On the fifth day of the Charleston convention, William Avery of North 
Carolina made an impassioned speech, arguing that slave labor was crucial 
to the acquisition of new U.S. territories in Cuba, Mexico, Central Amer-
ica, and the Caribbean, which he noted was something all elements of the 
party desired. This was followed by a controlled ninety-minute address by 
Yancey, in which he unapologetically defended slavery and then warned 
the delegates that the South would insist on a plank in the platform guar-
anteeing slavery in the territories. The next day, the platform committee 
adopted this slave-code plank, but its action was then reversed on the floor 
by the full convention. To try to mollify the southerners, the convention 
decided to retain the ambiguous 1856 Democratic platform plank, which 
left the issue of slavery in the territories up to the Supreme Court.
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 After learning of the convention’s reversal on the slave-code plank, six 
of the Gulf Coast state delegations immediately walked out and were soon 
followed by several others. The walkout was led by the Alabama delega-
tion that included Yancey and his former aide Leroy Pope Walker. The 
Texas delegation, of which Elkanah Greer was a member, also joined in. 
Given the two-thirds voting requirement, the convention was unable to 
nominate front-runner Douglas and was forced to adjourn and try again 
at Baltimore in June 1860. The proceedings had generally played out in 
the way Yancey and Rhett had projected—the Democratic Party was split 
and would remain irrevocably divided.10

 On April 27, just a week prior to the start of the Raleigh convention, 
the results of the report by Elkanah Greer and Sam Richardson on Bick-
ley’s alleged improprieties became known. KGC Major Richardson placed 
a card in the local Marshall, Texas, paper disclosing that when he and 
Greer arrived in New Orleans, they found things different than they ex-
pected. The card reported that “a few disaffected persons . . . had worked 
themselves into the Order for no other purpose than to attempt to break 
it up—[they] had been members less than a month, clamoring for depar-
ture and aspiring to position and to whom could not be confided the plans 
and movements—[they] assailed him [Bickley] through the press, and 
threatening [sic] to assault him on the streets.” Richardson stated that 
after remaining a few days, it was evident nothing could be accomplished 
and that Bickley left New Orleans for Mobile, Alabama, where he was 
preparing an address and general order for the Raleigh, North Carolina, 
convention on May 7. In the card, Richardson also indicated that the order 
for the Raleigh convention arrived too late for the Texas castles to attend, 
but he felt confident that nothing would be done at Raleigh with which 
the Texas Knights would disagree. He called for cooperation among the 
enrolled KGC convention delegates and disclosed that the Mexican opera-
tion was being temporarily suspended due to lack of funds.11 Meanwhile, 
the Knights along the Rio Grande began to disband, and a Brownsville 
correspondent reported on May 18 that no further activity would be un-
dertaken “until fall, if ever.”12

 The KGC convention held at Raleigh, North Carolina, from May 7 to 10, 
was orchestrated to allow Bickley to save face, but there is no question that 
he was stripped of much of his authority. Bickley was allowed to keep his 
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position as “President of the American Legion,” which was now described 
as the KGC’s political wing; he was no longer president of the KGC as a 
whole. Bickley was not reinstated as commander in chief of the Knights’ 
army. The convention decentralized the KGC organization, vesting prime 
authority in each of the KGC’s state regimental commanders. The state 
commanders were given the power to directly receive money, enact bylaws, 
and appoint their subordinates. The KGC’s centralized staff was now as-
signed to assist the state commanders rather than Bickley.
 The first and second days of the convention were nonpublic, but the 
proceedings of the third and fourth days were reported in the Raleigh 
Press and picked up by other KGC-a∞liated newspapers. Colonel Rob-
ert C. Tyler, the former Walker filibusterer who commanded Maryland’s 
1,200-man regiment, chaired the convention. KGC Major J. Ross Howard, 
who had helped Bickley organize the convention at Mobile, Alabama, was 
appointed secretary.13

 The published proceedings name twenty-three KGC members as among 
those who participated, primarily from the East and the Deep South. A 
companion newspaper article also generally mentions convention mem-
bers “from Columbus and Atlanta, Ga.; Montgomery and Mobile, Ala; and 
from Mississippi.”14 As Richardson’s April 27 card implies, there’s no indi-
cation that Greer, Chilton, or any other Knights from Texas, Arkansas, or 
from west of the Mississippi River attended. Richardson’s explanation that 
Bickley’s April 6 order arrived too late seems contrived. The absence of 
the Texas/Arkansas Knights may reflect a predetermination on their part 
to retain independent control of the KGC’s Southwestern Division and 
maintain their distance from Bickley and the Knights in the East (thus 
confirming Lockridge’s observation that the KGC was forming on a differ-
ent basis in Texas). There is also no indication that the disaffected Louisi-
ana/Alabama faction under Colonels Greenborough and Starke attended.
 At the beginning of the published proceedings, Bickley handed in his 
resignation as commander in chief of the military department, and it was 
accepted. A motion by Virginius Groner was adopted to defer naming the 
KGC’s new commander in chief until the convening of the “last” military 
convention scheduled to meet in Atlanta, Georgia, on August 1, 1860. Paul J.  
Semmes of Columbus, Georgia, a thriving manufacturing center that had 
an active KGC castle, was unanimously appointed a brigadier general of 
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the KGC order. Paul Semmes (a cousin of the noted Confederate Admiral 
Raphael Semmes) was a wealthy plantation owner and banker who was a 
brigadier general in the Georgia militia and served as captain of the Co-
lumbus Guards, a noted militia unit and drill squad. Semmes had studied 
military science at the University of Virginia, authored a book on drill and 
tactic, and served as advisor to the U.S. Military Academy on its Board of 
Visitation.15 In addition to Semmes, Colonel F. W. Dillard, a local Colum-
bus merchant and warehouseman, attended.16

 Cleared of misfeasance by Greer and Richardson’s prior report, Bickley 
was reelected to his o∞ce as president of the KGC’s Third, or governing, 
Degree, retaining the title of “President of the American Legion.” A series 
of resolutions were subsequently presented by the Maryland KGC and 
passed by the convention, thanking Bickley for his work in building “up our 
order to its present beautiful proportions” and approving “the calm and 
dignified course” pursued in responding to the “irresponsible and irregu-
lar faction in the city of New Orleans.” Appreciation was also expressed  
“to Maj. Henry Castellanos for presenting the claims of the K. G. C.’s to the 
people of Louisiana, Alabama, and Georgia.”17

 At Bickley’s request, a “Board of Advisement” was appointed to include 
the colonels of the KGC regiments, their superior o∞cers, and the heads 
of several staff departments that were appointed. These staff o∞cers in-
cluded Jno. B. W. Dunbar, M.D. as surgeon general; Augustus McGibbony 
as police general; Reverend Isaac Spangler as chaplain general; G. Morris 
Wampler as engineer general; and Robert C. Tyler (already commander 
of the KGC’s Maryland regiment) as quartermaster general. Nathaniel G. 
Scott, a prominent citizen of Auburn, Alabama, was elected paymaster 
general and made permanent chairman of the KGC’s finance department.
 The convention made clear that, in the future, KGC funds were to be 
deposited by N. J. Scott in suitable banks and transferred to him via KGC 
collectors and financial chairmen to be appointed for each state. A few 
months later, the names of six designated banks and the state financial 
chairmen, who were authorized to receive KGC funds, were published as 
follows:

Phillip D. Woodhouse, Col. V. D. Groner, Norfolk, Va., Col. Jno. L. Walker, 

Charles City C. H., Va.; A. J. McAlpin, Raleigh, N. C.; Col. Jas. E. Cureton, 
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Lancaster C. H., S. C.; Col. F. W. Dillard, Columbus, Ga.; Col. H. C. Young, 

Memphis, Tenn.; Major Charles Bickley, Knoxville, Tenn.; Major Wm. G. 

Jaeger, Baltimore, Md.; Col. Ben. M. Harney, Louisville, Ky.; Col. Jas. H. R.  

Taylor, Holly Springs, Miss.; Major H. C. Castellanos, New Orleans, La.; 

Wm. H. Judah, Esq., Pensacola, Fla.; Gen. E Greer and Major Sam. J. Rich-

ardson, Marshall Texas.18

This listing again indicates that the KGC’s primary centers of power were 
Texas/Arkansas and Maryland/Virginia/North Carolina, with related cen-
ters in Georgia, Tennessee, Kentucky, Mississippi, and Louisiana.
 The convention then authorized changes to the KGC’s ceremonial 
(which Bickley said were intended to clear out vicious characters), includ-
ing the oath and induction ritual for the KGC’s First and Second Degrees. 
A committee consisting of Bickley, Groner, Tyler, and N. J. Scott was given 
authority by the convention to make such changes. It was noted that the 
ceremonial of the KGC’s Third, or governing, Degree (reportedly largely 
in oral form) would remain unchanged. The convention also resolved to 
move the headquarters of the KGC to Knoxville, Tennessee, until Novem-
ber 1, 1860, at which point it would move to Monterrey, Mexico.
 Nineteen KGC leaders were then designated as a committee to pre-
pare an “Address to the People of the Southern States” in order to publicly 
explain the objects and aims of the KGC and to overcome the negative 
charges of secrecy.19 In addition to those leaders noted above, members 
of the committee included “Capt. Ben. F. Lindsey . . . J. Gordon, Esq., . . . 
S. F. Vanchoate, Esq., . . . Maj. Jno. H. Steele [editor of the Atlanta Daily 
Intelligencer], C. H. Foster [editor of the Murfreesboro (N. C.) Citizen] . . . 
Col. J. A. Shinglee, and George Goldthwait [likely George Goldthwaite, a 
wealthy Montgomery, Alabama, lawyer].”20

 The end result of the Raleigh convention was that the KGC was now a 
loose coalition of regional or state power centers, each headed by a KGC 
regimental commander (such as Greer and his powerful Southwestern 
Division) with independent authority to act. These were supported by a 
network of KGC-a∞liated editors and allied local politicians and tied to-
gether through roving KGC emissaries such as Ben McCulloch and Vir-
ginius Groner. A number of eastern KGC leaders, such as Robert Tyler 
of the KGC’s Maryland Regiment, continued to express faith in Bickley, 
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but he had been stripped of most of his power. Given this, it is di∞cult to 
determine how much credence can be given to the explanation of Bickley 
and Reverend Isaac Spangler on the evening following the convention that 
the KGC’s prime object was still the colonization of northern Mexico.21

 Despite the KGC’s announced collective approach, it appears that Bick-
ley was the primary author of the Knights’ twenty-nine-page Address to 
the Citizens of the Southern States released during the summer of 1860.22 
In the address, Bickley provides considerable background on the KGC, its 
three degrees, and its dues structure. He tries to place himself at the center 
of the KGC’s formation by indicating that the KGC had been formed on 
July 4, 1854, in Lexington, Kentucky, “by five gentlemen who came to-
gether on a call made by Gen. George Bickley, the President of the Ameri-
can Legion, K. G. C.” He notes that for this reason, a clause in the fourth 
article of the KGC obligations states: “I will never desert the order or its 
arms as long as five brothers can be found who remain true to its work.” 
He also quotes the prayer from the Third Degree that “has only been given 
to a few persons.” As of mid-1860, Bickley claims, the KGC “numbered 
48,000 members, and its 14,000 man Army could be mustered to 100,000 
if conditions require.”23

 The address describes the course of the escalating sectional crisis from 
the southern viewpoint, employing hot-button themes such as the threat 
of slave insurrections, the unfairness of the various congressional com-
promises to the South, the growing influence of northern abolitionists on 
southern children, and the growing animosity of northerners and Europe-
ans to the “Divine Institution” causing eroding support for slavery in the 
Border States. It also provides an exposition on the distressful history of 
Mexico since its 1829 independence, explaining why its rich soil, minerals, 
and ecclesiastical wealth make it a desired and legitimate field for KGC 
operations. The address asserts that the “Americanization of Mexico” will 
develop the shipbuilding, manufacture, and mining of the South. While 
the address defends slavery, it states that the KGC in Mexico would “adopt 
the apprentice system of England, the old system of Brazil, and protect 
by law all Africans landed on our shores.” It claims the Knights would not 
reinstate the slave trade, but it would protect slaves delivered by others.24

 The address harmonizes the KGC’s two objectives of building a south-
ern empire and advancing states’ rights by noting that the planned Mexico 
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expedition could relieve the pressure for southern secession and provide 
an outlet for southern territorial expansion. It says this could lead to the 
creation of twenty-five new slave states and thus resuscitate the South’s 
waning political power in the Union. In support, it notes that the KGC’s 
Mexican expedition “would remove the coming struggle between the 
North and the South to the plains and valleys of Mexico. . . . [T]he mere 
announcement that the K.G.C. had crossed the Rio Grande, or landed at 
Vera Cruz with a force of ten or fifteen thousand men, would of itself be 
su∞cient to divert the attention of the nation from the bitter sectional 
strifes [sic] that now threaten us with civil war.”25

 While presenting the KGC as a way to avoid civil war, Bickley makes 
it clear that the KGC is a “Southern association, and is for the South first, 
and then the Union.” He states that it would serve to protect the $2.4 
billion of slave property in the South, and its [the KGC’s] established do-
mestic police system would serve as the nucleus of a southern army. In the 
event of secession, it would follow the lead of the southern governors.26 
The address concludes by summarizing the advantages of the KGC, noting 
that in addition to providing “peace and permanency to society in Mex-
ico,” it would keep Mexico “out of the hands of the Republican majority 
of the North.” With respect to the secession crisis, the address also notes 
that the KGC would “cultivate the martial spirit” of the southern states so 
that “if one secedes all would go,” and “it would provide a vanguard in the 
great army of the South, which must be, at no distant day, brought into the 
field.”27

 In conjunction with the KGC’s Address to the Citizens of the Southern 
States, Bickley wrote a piece titled “An Open Letter to the Knights of the 
Golden Circle” that appeared in the Richmond Whig of July 17, 1860. Di-
recting his letter to his “Fellow Soldiers,” he dramatically notes at the out-
set: “Seated on my native soil, and amid the graves of my ancestors, I am 
penning this open letter for the great Southern Public as well as for you 
[the KGC].” He then reiterates many of the previously referenced south-
ern-rights themes. Bickley says that Texas has already raised $489,000 for 
the KGC’s expedition to Mexico, and appeals to other southern states to 
do as much, recognizing their direct financial interest in slaves worth $2.8 
billion. After noting that KGC monies should now be sent to the listed 
KGC state financial chairmen, Bickley alludes to the KGC’s recently de-
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centralized organization: “Remember the K. G. C. do not follow me; they 
follow a policy which thus far, I have had the honor to direct.”
 Bickley then declares that “the K. G. C. must act now—at once, and with 
energy” and orders every KGC member belonging or desiring to belong to 
the military department “to repair to our camp at and near Fort Ewen, on 
the south bank of the Rio Nueces, and along the road on the ridge between 
Prita and Salado Creeks, in encinal county, Texas, by the fifteenth day of 
September, 1860.” He indicates that “the Rear Guard will remain in camp 
until October first.” Bickley advises the Knights who volunteer to “bring 
your wagons, mules, oxen, horses, cattle, spades, axes, ‘instruments’ [i.e., 
weapons], camp kettles, each two blankets, provision and all material use-
ful to a Mexican emigrant. Above all let each man have twenty dollars or 
more in specie, as there will be an excellent opportunity to invest it profit-
ably immediately upon crossing the Rio Grande.” But he warns: “Under 
no circumstances must a K. G. C. cross the Rio Grande” prematurely since 
they must be invited in as emigrants by “our friends in Mexico” to avoid a 
violation of the U.S. neutrality and other laws. He indicates: “I have now 
announced the only time for moving ever intended except Nov’r 1st, 1859, 
and that was frustrated by the recognition of our friends’ government in 
Mexico.”
 Bickley concludes his “Open Letter” to the Knights with a multifaceted 
appeal to “Young men of the South” (“we will show you a nobler field than 
the gaming table and the rumshop”); as well as to “Southern mothers and 
Southern sisters” (“send us the young and vigorous men—we will return 
them veterans covered with scars and glory”). He also invokes the memory 
of the Revolutionary and Mexican War patriots from the southern states:

virginians:—Ye men of my blood—you whose fathers have been Presidents 

and Counselors in the nation . . . as a Virginian . . . I appeal to you . . . Mary-

land, have you no more Watsons? Has Kentucky no more Clays, McKees, 

and Marshalls? Has Arkansas no more Yells? Has South Carolina no more 

Butlers and Dickinsons? Texas no more Walkers and Hays? Mississippi 

no more Davises and M’Nulty’s?—Tennessee no more Nelsons? Virginia 

no more Hamtramcks? North Carolina no more Paines? Georgia no more 

Jacksons and Calhouns? Alabama no more Withers and Coffees? Louisiana 

no more Walters and Markses? Has Missouri no more Eastons and Doniph-

ans?28
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 Bickley’s “Open Letter” wasn’t always favorably received. The editor of the  
Mobile (Ala.) Tribune called it “bombastic moonshine” and lamented that 
“such people as the writer of this . . . bring ridicule and discredit upon the 
South.”29 The Washington, D.C., Daily National Intelligencer said Bick-
ley’s claim that the people of Texas are enthusiastic and have subscribed 
$800,000 in aid is “unmitigated bosh” and that Bickley was being de-
nounced in various parts of the South as “a commander without men.”30 
The Louisville Democrat editorialized that Bickley’s letter shows that “the 
whole purpose [of the KGC] is political”—to break up the Democratic 
Party. Claiming that Yancey’s Southern League was absorbed into the 
KGC, it alleges, “Mr. Yancey knows more about it than he chooses to tell, 
and so do others, no doubt.”31

 On August 8, 1860, the North Carolina Standard (Raleigh) and the 
Charleston Mercury carried KGC General Order No. 28, issued by Bick-
ley’s nephew Charles at San Antonio. This instructs the “Southwestern 
Division” of the KGC army to rendezvous on the south bank of the Rio 
Nueces in Encinal County, Texas, on September 15, 1860. It invites mem-
bers from other KGC divisions, as well as other individuals “of Southern 
birth or entertaining sentiments favorable to the institutions of the South” 
to join in if they would report fully equipped as emigrants. The general 
order also solicits donations to support the movement and says that they 
may be deposited in any reliable southern bank to the order of “Col. Nat. J.  
Scott of Auburn, Alabama, Paymaster General of the KGC.”32 While hav-
ing Bickley’s nephew Charles issue the order does present a show of unity, 
it nevertheless appears that Greer’s Southwestern Division, rather than 
Bickley or the KGC as a whole, was spearheading the renewed Mexican 
expedition.
 There is no evidence that the August 1 KGC military convention in At-
lanta called for by the Raleigh convention to elect a new KGC commander 
in chief actually took place (a subsequent publication of the Raleigh 
convention proceedings moves the scheduled date back to September 3,  
1860).33 This could mean that the KGC’s state regimental commanders 
were able to maintain strict secrecy, but it is more likely that they decided 
to defer the KGC military convention until the course of the growing sec-
tional crisis in the United States became more apparent. In the mean-
time, they relied on the KGC’s roving emissaries such as Virginius Groner, 
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James Ross Howard, Ben McCulloch, and Bickley’s nephew Charles to 
achieve coordination.
 Bickley continued traveling and speaking across Virginia during the 
summer of 1860, accompanied by the KGC’s chaplain, Reverend Dr. Isaac 
Spangler, as well as Reverend J. S. Clark. Speaking at Lynchburg, Bick-
ley promised that the KGC flag would fly over Mexico City by January 1, 
1861.34 At Norfolk, Bickley claimed that the KGC had twenty-five thousand 
members in the United States, including two hundred from New York City, 
“and is apposite to a Legion in Mexico composed of the best and most pa-
triotic men in that country.”35

 During mid-May 1860, the Norfolk Southern Argus said that if “a Black 
Republican President” is elected, “the glorious Southern legion [KGC] will 
take the initiative of rescuing the South from legalized wrong and oppres-
sion by guaranteeing the Southern States a peaceful withdrawal from a 
violated compact.”36 In July 1860, Major S. J. Richardson said that Bickley 
expected to be in Marshall, Texas, on or about August 20.37 At the same 
time, northern newspapers noted in early August that “Gen. Bickley has 
been denounced in various parts of the South, and according to all ac-
counts, he occupies the position of a commander without men.”38

 The scorching month of July was eventful in Texas, due to a fire that 
engulfed the town center of Dallas on July 8 and caused $400,000 in 
damage, including destruction of the o∞ces of the southern-rights Dallas 
Herald. A few hours later, another fire ignited in the nearby town of Den-
ton, resulting in a similar conflagration when twenty-five kegs of powder 
exploded. Copycat fires were soon reported in a variety of Texas locations, 
fueling rumors of a slave conspiracy. Vigilance committees were formed to 
ferret out the perpetuators. These committees often exacted forced confes-
sions and summarily hung alleged participants. Under duress, slaves told 
tales of a conspiracy to commit arson, murder, and poisonings, master-
minded by northern abolitionists. Fear and panic spread across the Lone 
Star State, and from there to the rest of the South.39

 To make sure the alleged conspiracy received widespread attention, 
Charles Pryor, the editor of the Dallas Herald (whose o∞ces had been de-
stroyed in the fire) wrote letters detailing the presumed plot and its grisly 
consequences to other states’-rights newspapers across the South. Papers 
like the Little Rock (Ark.) True Democrat printed Pryor’s reports verbatim 
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on “the deep laid scheme of villainy to devastate the whole of northern 
Texas.”40 Since taking over the Dallas Herald in 1859, Pryor had used the 
newspaper to promote white supremacy. Originally a physician from Vir-
ginia, he frequently lauded the program of the militant Knights of the 
Golden Circle. For example, the Dallas Herald of February 29, 1860, had 
heralded the KGC’s Mexican excursion by proclaiming: “Let those Texans 
range on the Mexican Frontier and infuse some of the Anglo-Saxon ideas 
of progressiveness into the stupid leaden souls of the people—and then 
the world will notice the change.”41 The KGC had a castle in Dallas, and 
Pryor was a KGC sympathizer and likely a member.42 At least twenty Texas 
newspapers were similarly sympathetic to the Knights.43

 Pryor’s letters about the conspiracy caused widespread hysteria as Tex-
ans of all political persuasions became fearful for themselves and their 
families. Reports of new incidents of arson continued to circulate, par-
ticularly in towns like Marshall and Tyler that had active KGC castles. The 
harrowing phenomenon became known as the “Texas terror.” Reference to 
the “incendiarism in Texas” was subsequently incorporated into the KGC’s 
initiation ritual, and politicians supporting John Breckinridge for presi-
dent frequently noted it. The panic helped the states’-rights Democratic 
ticket sweep the August 6 legislative elections in Texas. The opposition 
charged, on the other hand, that the states’-rights Democrats had created 
the hysteria for political purposes.44

 While the KGC had been known to engage in burnings as acts of repri-
sal,45 the more likely explanation for the original Dallas and Denton fires is 
the excessive summer heat that reached 110 degrees, coupled with the new 
phosphorus matches being introduced, which often prematurely ignited. 
Except for the initial two fires, most of the other incidents turned out to 
be hoaxes. But the resulting hysteria primed public support for the KGC’s 
secret police force and surveillance system to strong-arm northerners and 
other suspicious characters.46

 The paranoia soon spread to other states, as reports circulated of slave 
atrocities backed by northern abolitionists in Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, 
Mississippi, South Carolina, and Virginia. A Mississippi planter informed 
his noted brother Joseph Holt (who was serving as postmaster general 
in Buchanan’s cabinet) about an army of slave assassins numbering in 
the thousands who were preparing to act with poison, knives, and pistols  
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furnished by northern emissaries.47 Montgomery, Alabama, papers 
charged that the South was “infested” with hundreds of abolitionist agents 
ready to help enforce the rule of Lincoln, should he win the election.48 The 
Murfreesboro (N. C.) Citizen, edited by Charles Henry Foster, used “the 
colossal Abolition conspiracy in Texas” as a rationale for commissioning 
new KGC castles to serve as minutemen in the event of a sectional crisis. 
Foster was a pro-expansionist editor who had helped Groner spread the 
Knights across North Carolina’s upper-tier counties.49

 During July, a New Orleans newspaper correspondent reported that 
Colonel John Ford and some of his o∞cers had returned to the Browns-
ville, Texas, area. The correspondent speculated that this might mean a 
renewed KGC filibuster into Mexico could soon be getting under way. The 
Harrison Flag of August 10 observed, however, that conditions were not 
then propitious for a renewed Knights expedition, since a drought had 
ruined the grain crops and the Cortina War had depleted the cattle herds 
in the Rio Grande basin.50

 Even more problematic were reports from New Orleans that Juárez’s 
Liberal Party government at Vera Cruz (which had just undergone a cabinet 
shakeup) had now formally rejected the KGC’s services.51 In early August, 
the following note appeared in various U.S. newspapers dated July 3, 1860, 
from “The Consul General of the Republic of Mexico” stationed at New 
Orleans, who purported to speak on behalf of Mexican president Juárez: 
“It is true that this organization of the [Knights of the] Golden Circle, 
and other societies in the United States, have offered to the constitutional 
government their assistance in the civil war now raging in Mexico, but 
the President has constantly refused every aid of this nature. The rumors 
put in circulation by those who speak on behalf of the Golden Circle are 
false in every respect.”52 Beginning in August 1860, Juárez’s Liberal Party 
army began to win victories on the battlefield as Manuel Doblado, with his 
ten-thousand-man force, rejoined the coalition. By the end of the year, the 
Liberals had driven General Miramón and his Conservative Party army 
back to Mexico City, from where Miramón subsequently fled to France. 
This led to Juárez’s triumphal return to the capital on January 11, 1861, as 
the Liberal Party’s government took control over virtually all of Mexico.53

 Despite the apparent lack of Mexican support, Knights begin arriving 
in southern Texas during September. A series of KGC units were said to 
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be passing through Corpus Christi on their way to Brownsville.54 The Nor-
folk Day Book reported that large numbers of KGC, which it claimed had 
reached the formidable (and highly exaggerated) number of fifty thou-
sand, were concentrating in Texas and “this nucleus is being surrounded 
by men from the various States.” It continued:

 The first movement of the K. G. C.’s from Virginia will take place tomor-

row from the little town of Hampton. One company under the “command 

of a competent o∞cer and a worthy Virginia gentleman [i.e., Groner], will 

embark for Texas and will then inaugurate the exodus of the K. G. C.’s. That 

the object of this organization is to change the political and social principles 

of the country to which they go, there is little doubt, but they do not go un-

lawfully armed, at least from here; they profess to go as peaceful citizens and 

will revolutionize that unhappy country not by the fire and sword, but by 

settling in su∞cient numbers within its borders, and changing and making 

wholesome laws, and seeing that they are enforced.”55

 As of September 9, forty-five additional Knights left Norfolk—twenty 
from Richmond—with further émigrés from Petersburg as well as Mary-
land and North Carolina.56 On September 4, Bickley was reported leaving  
from Richmond for the Texas encampment, while the New York Herald 
of September 10, 1860, stated: “Colonel Groner has left for Texas via 
Richmond and Memphis where he expects to meet a large concourse of 
Knights of the Golden Circle.”57 The Memphis Avalanche said that several 
hundred KGC were in their city, which would became the center for op-
erations, while two thousand under the command of Bickley and Greer 
were said to be “at present quartered on the Rio Grande, prepared at any 
moment to pour into Mexico and proceed to the capitol.”58

 Would this coalition of Knights from regional power centers hold to-
gether and would the indomitable Bickley be able to redeem himself? 
Would Juárez and his Liberal Party relent and invite the Knights to inter-
vene? Would Greer’s Southwestern Division finally be able to spearhead 
the Knights’ expedition into northern Mexico and advance the South’s 
dreams for a slaveholder’s republic?
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TRANSFORMING TO SECESSION

B
ickley hadn’t even left for Texas on the scheduled rendezvous 
date of September 15, 1860, for the renewed expedition into north-
ern Mexico. Instead, the KGC’s front man was in southeastern 

Tennessee, appearing on platforms with KGC chaplain Reverend Isaac 
Spangler and Reverend J. S. Clark. In a speech at Cleveland, Tennessee, 
Spangler touted the KGC as a “powerful military organization, as a nu-
cleus around which to hang such political considerations as will, if well 
managed, lead to the disenthrallment of the Cotton States from the op-
pressive majority of the Manufacturing and Commercial interests of the 
North.” He claimed that the KGC order numbered “sixty-five thousand 
Southern men” and that several members of the Buchanan cabinet, as well 
as all except for three of the southern governors were members.1 The KGC 
speakers also said the South should support the KGC as a domestic police 
force, and confidently predicted “the Southern governors will have use for 
us within six months.”
 A writer reporting the Cleveland speech for the Nashville Republican 
Banner under the byline “Bradley” called the KGC’s work a “treasonable 
conspiracy” and alleged that it was tied in with the southern fire-eaters 
promoting southern secession:

They [the people of Tennessee] have heard much about gov. wise’s letter of 

1856 to the Southern Governors, W. L. Yancey’s “Southern League,” Yancey’s 

letter to Mr. Slaughter, and Gov. R. J. Walker’s letter of June 28, 1858 to 

President Buchanan in which he says: “Cuba! Cuba! (and Costo Rico [sic] 

if possible).” . . .
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 These Filibustering and revolutionary documents gotten up by men 

placed in high position by the people, indissolubly connect them with this  

K. G. C. Organization. The link between that, and the Yancey Southern 

League is so perfect, and well defined, that a fool cannot but observe it.

According to Bradley’s account, Mr. A. Campbell, a resident of Cleveland, 
jumped onto the platform at the end of the “piratical discourse” by the 
“Reverend Filibusters” and denounced their aim as “revolution and ruin 
to the country.” Campbell’s denunciation reportedly excited so much in-
dignation against Bickley and his entourage that personal violence was 
feared. Bradley concluded: “We hope these gentlemen will be shown up, 
and driven out of every community where they may attempt to preach 
their treason and establish their ‘Castles.’”2

 In south Texas, the Corpus Christi Ranchero of September 22 reported 
with respect to the KGC’s rendezvous: “It appears that they [the arriving 
Virginia and Maryland Knights] are bound to suffer disappointment, as 
they expected to meet a large force in Encinal county,” but “there are no 
Knights in Encinal county, nor no one . . . concentrated at any point in 
this section.”3 This was followed up by a September 29 report that the 
scattered KGC members along the Mexican border were heading home. 
The Ranchero editor speculated: “There must be mismanagement on the 
part of the leaders, or else a concentration of forces would be better under-
stood.”4 Bickley finally arrived in Galveston on October 11, indicating that 
he should have arrived on October 1 but had been “unavoidably detained.”5

 While some KGC members calculated that one thousand Knights had 
arrived in Texas, Bickley said that only four hundred to five hundred 
had reached the border and that prematurely crossing the Rio Grande 
into Mexico would invite disaster. To explain the deficiency, he cited the 
di∞culty of transporting the requisite arms and provisions to the ren-
dezvous point. He also alluded to the failure of General William Walker’s 
filibustering expedition to Honduras, and the approaching presidential 
contest. Bickley proposed waiting a few weeks until the conditions were 
right.6

 More telling, however, is Bickley’s subsequent disclosure that “many of 
the prominent men in the organization believe that no attempt should be 
made until the first of December, at which time we may be more needed at 
home than abroad.”7 This indicates that Greer and other KGC regimental 
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commanders had decided to defer the Mexican expedition to see whether 
the southern governors would need the Knights’ help in dealing with the 
escalating secession crisis.
 But the deferral of the Mexican expedition did not stop the ever-re-
sourceful Bickley. He simply shifted his efforts to rejuvenating and ex-
panding the more than twenty-five KGC castles that were spread across 
the rich agricultural counties of East Texas. With its growing plantation 
economy, fear of slave insurrection, and tradition of vigilantism, East 
Texas provided a fertile territory for the Knights’ recruiting and organiz-
ing campaign.8

 Bickley (described in some newspapers as one of the best speakers in 
the country) spent October and early November traveling from Galves-
ton to Austin to Houston to Huntsville to Waco and back again, mak-
ing speeches and visiting newspaper editors to better explain the KGC 
and its purposes. His brilliant but erratic nephew Charles, who headed 
the Charles Bickley Castle in San Antonio, accompanied him.9 Virgin-
ius Groner, the KGC regional commander from Virginia, also assisted. 
Groner arranged a meeting for himself and Bickley with Texas governor 
Sam Houston. During the meeting, Houston renewed his threats to lead 
an army into Mexico if Spain made a hostile demonstration against Juárez 
and his Liberal Party at Vera Cruz.10

 On October 17, Bickley was scheduled to speak in Austin, Texas’s state 
capital. The town of Austin was fairly evenly divided between pro-South 
and Unionist adherents. Prior to Bickley’s visit, KGC operatives distributed 
pamphlets and nailed placards throughout the town, notifying its 2,500 
white citizens of a speech to be given by “KGC General George Bickley” at 
a local hall. The pamphlets warned that antislavery zealots and northern 
teachers and editors were indoctrinating Texas children, as well as the 
public, against the God-sanctioned institution of slavery. They said that 
the South must present “an unbroken front” to counteract these northern 
abolitionists who want to “re-enact the farce and folly of Jamaican Eman-
cipation [where freed slaves outnumbered whites by twenty to one].” As 
the remedy for these ills, the pamphlets prescribed the KGC as an associa-
tion like the Hudson’s Bay and East India Companies: as these trading 
companies had won empires for Great Britain, so would the KGC for a 
southern confederacy. The pamphlets also reiterated Spangler’s disunion-
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ist mantra from Tennessee: “The Knights of the Golden Circle constitute 
a powerful military organization as a nucleus around which to hang such 
political considerations as will, if well managed, lead to the disenthrall-
ment of the cotton States from the oppressive majority of the manufactur-
ing and commercial interests of the North.”11

 This prepublicity had the desired effect, and on October 17, Bickley ad-
dressed a sizeable Austin audience on the advantages of the KGC. To try 
to counteract the suspicions caused by its secrecy, Bickley read from the 
KGC’s rules and its nonpublic First and Second Degree rituals. In describ-
ing the structure of the organization, Bickley noted that the First Degree 
of the KGC was the military division, composed of an army of sixteen 
thousand men with the mission to advance into foreign territories. A size-
able home guard in the United States served as its adjunct, to provide 
provisions and transportation. The Second Degree—the commercial divi-
sion—was dedicated to raising funds and garnering favorable propaganda 
for KGC ventures. It contained many of the KGC’s a∞liated newspaper ed-
itors and moneymen. At the apex of the organization was the KGC’s Third, 
or governing, Degree, known as the American Legion, of which Bickley 
remained president and where membership was based on influence rather 
than money. Bickley did not read from the Third Degree’s nonpublic ritual 
since it was largely oral, and its membership was kept secret, even from 
the lower two KGC degrees.12

 In his speech, Bickley denied that the KGC had a political objective. He 
said that in the ongoing presidential election campaign, the KGC could ac-
cept either the Democratic states’-rights candidate, John Breckinridge, who 
was the sitting vice president from Kentucky; or the northern Democratic 
candidate, U.S. senator Stephen Douglas of Illinois; or the Constitutional 
Union candidate, John Bell from Tennessee. But the KGC’s political flex-
ibility extended only so far. If Abraham Lincoln, the Republican candidate, 
were elected, Bickley predicted that “resistance would surely follow, and 
the ‘K.G.C.’ would become the rallying army for the Southern disunionist.”13

 Toward the end of his address, Bickley invited questions from the audi-
ence. Retired Texas judge George Washington Paschal rose to challenge 
him on several points. Paschal, a minor slaveholder and conservative Dem-
ocrat, now served as editor of the Austin Southern Intelligencer.14 He first 
challenged Bickley on the KGC’s oath and asked whether the “allegiance 
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which you swear rises above or [is] subordinated to the laws of the United 
States and of the respective States.” In its 1860 oath, the KGC required 
an inductee to swear “allegiance to the K. G. C. and its lawful o∞cers . . . 
and execute every commission entrusted to me [as well as] support the 
government established by my brothers in arms and their o∞cers.”15 In 
defense of the demand for unquestioning fealty, Bickley read from the 
First Degree ritual that also required an inductee “to obey the laws of the 
United States and the States in which you live; that you will do no act of 
which an American citizen should be ashamed.” He noted, however, that 
as citizens, KGC members had the right to judge the constitutionality of 
laws for themselves and act accordingly.
 Pascal then asked whether “the Mexico which you may find in the Dis-
trict of Columbia, points to the contingency of the presidential election, 
and if the order stands ready to obey the Southern governors and to raise 
the standard of rebellion, if they are not satisfied with ‘the presidential elec-
tion.’” Bickley responded in the a∞rmative and said that the KGC would 
obey the directives of the southern governors. He claimed that Mississippi  
governor John Pettus, as well as other unnamed southern governors, were  
KGC members. To this Paschal (who was a confidant of Sam Houston) re-
plied: “We elect governors to see that the laws are executed; not to inaugu-
rate revolution. Much as I love the Governor of Texas, I declare that should 
he usurp the power of calling for soldiers to rend the constitution, laws, 
and lawful authority of the United States, I would denounce him as a trai-
tor to his oath [noting, however, that Sam Houston would never do this].”
 Paschal then focused on Bickley’s frequent references to the KGC as 
a “Domestic Police System.” He charged: “I have understood that it has 
been said the order acts as spies upon travelers, and even marks baggage, 
and that baggage has come marked to this city as suspicious. Is that so?” 
To this, Bickley simply replied: “It is.” He declared that as to “baggage 
searching, the spotting of men &c . . . there ought to have been such an 
order thirty years ago. . . . [I]t was intended for the nutmeg men, the Yan-
kee peddlers and other suspicious characters. Does anyone object to these 
sentiments and practices?”
 Bickley’s glib admission sent Paschal into a tirade. Paschal accused 
the KGC of being “a secret police agency—one which establishes a police 
above the law.” He shouted that the KGC was an “institution of the order 
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of Robespierre, which will plunge us into a sea of revolution worse than 
the bloodiest days of France. It cannot, it will not be tolerated. . . . It arrays  
itself with the misguided partizans [sic] who threaten to overthrow the 
government should they not elect their candidate! And it proposes, by 
secret means, to proscribe all who will not fall into their revolutionary 
purposes.”16

 The KGC was sensitive to charges of its secrecy, admitting in its 1860 
ritual that “secrecy can be used for bad purposes by bad men.” But it de-
fended its secrecy as necessary to “select our men from the respectable 
walks of life . . . prevent the public from forcing us into political atti-
tudes . . . be enabled to measure our actual strength, and to use the bene-
fits that may accrue from our labors for the benefit of our own members.”17 
Paschal’s charges of vigilantism were timely in light of the local patrols 
that roamed East Texas and wreaked vengeance in response to reports of 
slave insurrections.18

 In presenting the KGC as vigilance posses, Bickley and his KGC com-
patriots were capitalizing on the primordial instincts of fear and self- 
preservation fueled by Charles Pryor of the Dallas Herald and his allied  
KGC editors the preceding summer. These articles predicted that if Lin-
coln and the Republicans were elected, it would not only destroy the 
southern way of life but also threaten the personal security of all white 
southerners, who would now face the prospect of further slave insurrec-
tions and orchestrated attacks on white slaveholders. The articles raised 
the prospect that these uprisings could rival the horrendous August 1791 
slave revolt in Saint-Domingue, where hundreds of thousands of avenging 
black slaves killed thousands of white planters and their families.19

 As with Austin, large supportive crowds appeared at each of Bickley’s 
stops on the East Texas recruiting campaign, and a record number of new 
Knights were enlisted for the cause. By the end of October, seven new 
castles and hundreds of new enlistees had been added to the eight thou-
sand Knights existing in the Lone Star State.20 Texans nervously awaited 
the result of the November 6 presidential election, but communications 
were rudimentary so it would take at least a week for the results to reach 
the Lone Star State. Even if Abraham Lincoln were elected, Democratic 
president James Buchanan would remain in o∞ce until March 4, 1861, 
due to the four-month interregnum period that existed at the time.
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 During the first week of November, Bickley headed to Marshall, Texas, 
one of the largest and richest towns in East Texas with about two thou-
sand white residents. Marshall was the county seat of cotton-producing 
Harrison County, where almost 60 percent of the total fifteen thousand 
residents were slaves. Texas’s fire-eating U.S. senator Louis T. Wigfall had 
established his law practice in Marshall. Wigfall, who publicly called for 
reopening the African slave trade and supported filibustering expeditions 
to Central America, was a KGC sympathizer and likely a member of its se-
cret Third Degree political wing.21 Marshall was also the home of Elkanah 
Greer, the KGC’s Texas “Grand Marshall,” and was a hotbed of proslavery 
and KGC sentiment. At Marshall, Bickley would meet up with key KGC 
leaders for a conclave to formulate strategy, in case Abraham Lincoln, the 
“Black Republican” candidate, won the election.22

 Since the KGC conclave held at Marshall was secret, the full range of 
participants and agenda are not recorded, but it is known that Bickley and 
his nephew Charles were there. Since the conclave was held in Marshall, 
Elkanah Greer and KGC Major Sam Richardson were undoubtedly also 
in attendance. It is also likely that George Chilton from nearby Tyler, soon 
to become the new grand marshall for the KGC in Texas, attended the 
conclave.23

 Virginius Groner, the thirty-three-year-old state commander of the 
KGC in Virginia, was also in attendance. Groner, a lawyer from Richmond, 
headed the powerful KGC castle at Norfolk and served as coordinator for 
the various Knights castles at Petersburg, Richmond, and other locations 
in Virginia and North Carolina.24 Groner had left Richmond in early Sep-
tember 1860 with the expectation of meeting up with a large contingent 
of Knights in Texas. After traveling around the South and Southwest to 
gauge KGC sentiment (and likely the temperature of a∞liated southern 
governors), Groner had linked up with Bickley in mid-October and joined 
in the Texas recruiting campaign.25

 Like Greer, Groner had a military background. He had graduated from 
the Norfolk Military Academy in 1853 at the age of eighteen. Groner then 
worked for a few years as agent for an express company and was admitted 
to the bar after studying law with a private tutor. He organized a Norfolk 
military company known as the “Independent Grays,” subsequently de-
scribed as one of the “best military organizations on the seaboard,” and 
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was made a lieutenant colonel in the Virginia militia. Groner then got 
the travel bug and headed to Texas in 1859, at the invitation of its gover-
nor, Sam Houston. He tendered his services to a Texas Ranger company, 
headed by KGC member John Baylor, and fought Comanche Indians and 
Mexicans on the Texas frontier. After Groner’s five-month stint in the 
Rangers, he returned home to eastern Virginia, where he became preoc-
cupied with the KGC and helped spread new castles throughout Virginia 
and the tidewater area of North Carolina.26

 Shortly before the Marshall conclave, Groner forwarded a letter to 
friends in Norfolk that subsequently appeared in the Norfolk Southern Ar-
gus on November 3, 1860. In the letter, Groner notes the delay of at least a 
few months in the KGC’s Mexican expedition by explaining, “Until one has 
taken a practical part in the workings of this organization, he can have but 
little idea of the obstacles to be encountered.” Groner continues: “Political 
objections arise, which have to be met and answered. What is called ‘the 
conservative element’ of the South would much prefer to see this work [in-
tervention in Mexico] done by the Federal Government; but I assure you 
that prominent men of the K. G. C. are firmly convinced that it would be 
the worst thing that could happen for the South.” Groner notes that he and 
Bickley had just had a conference with Texas governor Sam Houston, who 
had assured them that he would lead “the largest force of Texans and other 
volunteers, if Spain made a hostile demonstration against Vera Cruz.”
 Groner indicates that while the KGC is still focused on intervention into 
Mexico, “several Southern governors have requested that the movement 
be delayed until after [the election] shall have taken place. If Mr. Lincoln 
is elected, the K. G. C. will be held subject to the orders of the Southern 
governors.” (Groner subsequently noted that “resistance is seriously con-
templated” and “preparations are actually being made for that purpose.”) 
If Lincoln is not elected, Groner says, the Knights can be “assured of large 
pecuniary assistance from several of the Southern States.” He notes that 
Texas will “furnish three fourths of the vanguard going into Mexico,” with 
Mississippi and Arkansas also tendering large bodies of men. Groner con-
cludes: “If we are sustained by the press[,] we shall succeed, otherwise the 
result will be problematical, if not disastrous.”27

 During or shortly before the November 1860 conclave at Marshall, an 
informer said he had infiltrated a KGC “Council of War” in Texas. The 
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informer passed along his intelligence to Colonel Joseph K. Mansfield, 
the U.S. Army’s diligent inspector general, who was then touring Texas 
to inspect its U.S. military installations.28 The informer reported that he 
had learned that John Floyd and Howell Cobb, the respective secretaries 
of war and of the treasury in the outgoing Buchanan administration, were 
KGC members. He also said that Jefferson Davis, then U.S. senator from 
Mississippi, as well as John Breckinridge, the sitting U.S. vice president 
from Kentucky who had run for president as the Democratic states’-rights 
candidate, were also members of the secret society.
 According to the informer, this KGC “Council of War” had developed a 
plot “designed to seize Washington and inaugurate Breckinridge” as presi-
dent. Presumably this would have to be done before March 4, 1861, when 
an incoming Republican administration was expected to take over. The 
informer also recounted that “in this Council of War, Orders were given to 
seize Navy-Yards, Forts, &c., while its members were yet Cabinet o∞cers 
and Senators.”29

 Mansfield attached su∞cient credibility to the report to transmit it up 
the army’s chain of command, where it would eventually reach Salmon 
Chase, the incoming secretary of the treasury for the Lincoln adminis-
tration. In his diary, Chase later reported the informer’s revelations and 
indicated that the KGC was an organization to be reckoned with: “The 
Order of the K.G.C. ramified throughout the South. First offered services 
to Juarez, who refused them because too dangerous. They then plotted 
the invasion of Cuba, which failed. Then declared themselves Protectors 
of Southern Rights and levied a contribution upon all planters and slave-
holders—some giving $5 and some $10, and some more or less. In this way 
they got large sums and commenced operations.”30 Mansfield undoubtedly 
also passed along the information to his superior, Winfield Scott, general-
in-chief of the armies of the United States, who became convinced of a 
secret plot to seize the federal forts in the South as well as the District of 
Columbia before Lincoln’s election.31

 The formulation of this audacious KGC plot was undoubtedly what 
Texas congressman John Reagan disapproved of in his letter of November 1,  
1860, responding to Oran M. Roberts, a Texas Supreme Court justice:

 Your reference to the Knights of the Golden Circle, and supposition 

that the organization may have in view some plan of action on behalf of 
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the South, and implied disapproval of any secret movement for such a pur-

pose meets my unqualified approval. A secret movement, for such a purpose, 

could not but prove disastrous in the extreme to the cause of the South. . . . 

For any citizen or member of citizen’s group as such to array themselves 

against the federal government without the authority and protection of state 

sovereignty, they would be rebels in law, and might be dealt with as such.32

Reagan, who would later become postmaster general for the Confederacy, 
was a moderate who said he loved the Union but was concerned about 
the reported slave insurrections and the South’s self-preservation if the 
Republicans were elected.33 Justice Roberts, who would soon head Texas’s 
secession convention, was from Tyler, Texas, as was George Chilton, soon-
to-be-elected KGC Texas grand marshall, from whom Roberts likely re-
ceived information as to the KGC’s intended plan of action.34

 The shift in the KGC’s objectives from establishing a slaveholding em-
pire in Mexico to supporting secession is reflected in Bickley’s public re-
marks before and shortly after the Marshall conclave. Prior to that meeting,  
Bickley referred to the planned Mexican incursion as the KGC’s prime 
objective, with assistance to the southern governors in merely hypotheti-
cal terms. In his letter of November 3 to the KGC, Bickley was still hoping 
that “if no civil discord arises to demand our services at home, we shall 
proceed at once to move the Texans to the scene of action.”35

 During his well-received public speeches at the Marshall courthouse 
on November 9 and 10, Bickley still referred to the Mexican incursion 
but now shifted his focus to the KGC as “a nucleus around which south-
ern men could rally,” proclaiming: “The ‘wide awakes’ of the North were 
organized as was apparent to enforce Black Republican misrule upon the 
South—to subjugate resisting Southern States. We require a counteract-
ing organization in the South. The K.G.C.’s numbered upwards of 115,000 
men, 50,000 of whom could be concentrated at ten day’s [sic] notice to 
protect any Southern State struggling for its rights.” Bickley also trum-
peted “the necessity of military organizations all over the South, so as to 
keep down insurrection and to repel invasions.”36 By November 12, Bickley 
proclaimed: “If I learn that Mr. Lincoln has been elected, no movement of 
the KGC will be attempted until it is determined by the Southern States 
whether they will submit or not.”37 The editor of Marshall’s Harrison Flag, 
who up until this point had been a KGC supporter, said that from Bickley’s 
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November speeches, it appears that the secret society has shifted its objec-
tive from delivering Mexico from anarchy to the District of Columbia.38

 This shift in emphasis is also consistent with changes that were made 
to the KGC’s ritual around this same time. The 1859 First Degree ritual 
had been rather general, largely focused on the planned Mexican interven-
tion, and devoid of any reference to a sectional conflict.39 During 1860, the 
ritual was revised to read: “The first field of our operation is Mexico, but 
we hold it to be our duty to offer our services to any southern State to repel 
a northern army. We hope such a contingency may not occur.”40

 The ritual used in Texas beginning in late 1860/early 1861 had an even 
more sectional slant. It justified spreading southward into Mexico, Cuba, 
and Central America as necessary to beat the northern states to the spoils:

The idea of expansion is as deep rooted in the minds of the people of the 

North as in the South. Cuba, Mexico, and Central America are much coveted 

by the North in order that free-soil States may be erected South of us. With 

her Homestead Bills, Emigrant Aid and Wide-Awake societies, she well 

knows that she can people rich Mexico, Cuba and fruitful Central America 

before our people could be able to settle up their business. . . . No greater  

calamity could befall the South than the planting of free-soil colonies in 

Northern Mexico, as that would be the first step of hemming us in and 

thereby cutting off the only outlet for our peculiar institutions. To build up a 

great and powerful empire, such as the world has never witnessed, it is only 

necessary for us to acquire lands which will yield coffee, dye-woods, gold and 

silver, tea and small grains. These lands are within our reach, and the K. G. C.  

would be the vanguard in their acquisition. We ask none but Southern men 

to assist us.41

 “Ante-Room Work” was added to the ritual to qualify candidates for 
KGC membership. It now included a set of thirteen questions to prove an 
applicant’s pro-South and proslavery disposition. The questions included 
the following:

9. If any attempt should be made to wrest from you your Constitutional 

rights would you defend them?

10. You know that there is a bitter sectional strife in this country—if it should  

ever result in war would you espouse the cause of the North or the 

South? . . .
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12. Do you believe that negro slavery is right?

13. Will you defend the institution on any and all occasions from the as-

saults of abolitionists?

During the subsequent initiation ceremony, a First Degree applicant was 
ordered never to reveal anything that transpired at a castle meeting. He 
was also required to “solemnly swear before God, and in the presence of 
these witnesses, that [he] will bear true allegiance to the Knights of the 
Golden Circle as a body, and to the Superior O∞cers of the same [and] 
keep secret from all persons, except Knights of the Golden Circle, the 
signs, password, grip, token &c of the First Degree.”42

 The shift in emphasis was also incorporated into the ritual for the “Sec-
ond or Financial Degree” in Texas. This new ritual required candidates 
to help resist the advance of abolitionism and to defend the rights of the 
people of the slave states against anarchy, insurrection, and massacre. The 
ritual contained a discourse on the historical development and justifica-
tion for slavery and concluded:

There is but one possible chance to maintain our independence and rights 

in the Union, viz: The acquisition of a su∞cient quantity of territory in the 

south, to procure an equal representation in congress, by and through a sys-

tem of defensive colonization. If the separations so long threatened between 

the north and south be carried out, then it will be the natural policy of the 

Southern Confederacy to foster any scheme which looks to the Americaniza-

tion and Southernization of the Republic of Mexico.43

The “Third or Political Degree” ritual for a member of the “Knights of the 
Columbian Star” was also revised to provide that any candidate for this 
top degree had to be born in a slave state, or if born in a free state, be a 
Protestant and a slaveholder (or give evidence of character as a southern 
man). The ritual stipulated that the candidate also must pledge to use his 
best efforts to ferret out and report abolitionists and build up popular 
sentiment in his state for the expulsion of free Negroes.44

 This shift to a predominant pro-South emphasis was not acceptable to 
a number of KGC members, who joined the organization largely because 
of its expansionist objectives. An unnamed “North Texan” from Sherman, 
writing to the Louisville Journal during January 1861, said he had previ-
ously been elected as a KGC captain and had assisted in the initiation of 
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twenty KGC members, when the objective was the “peaceful ‘Colonization 
of Mexico.’” But he said that in the fall of 1860, he had washed his hands of 
the “low-down, dirty concern, deserving the utter contempt of every true 
patriot and lover of our country.” He complained that “Gen. Bickley . . . 
made his appearance in our State, and stumped a considerable portion 
of it. The purport of said speeches goes to prove that the real object of 
the association was the dismemberment of our Union, a treasonable ef-
fort to overthrow the Federal Government.”45 R. H. Williams, a proslavery 
English adventurer who had joined the KGC around San Antonio during 
October 1859, similarly claimed that while the KGC was ostensibly formed 
to protect southern rights, its real object was “to bring about Secession, 
and all its weight was thrown into that movement.”46

 The editor of the Texas Republican, in reporting Bickley’s remarks, gen-
erally denounced secret organizations. He nevertheless agreed that “when-
ever the day of resistance comes, if come it must, there is not a Southern 
State that cannot send forth, armed and equipped, ten thousand men, who 
have been accustomed to the use of arms from their youth. These men will 
scarcely be missed from among us, and yet they will constitute an army of 
150,000 men, who, in point of e∞ciency, intelligence, discipline, deter-
mined valor, intrepidity, and all the elements that constitute a valuable 
army, will be superior to any force that has even been sent to the field since 
the world began.”47

 Bickley echoed these themes in his November 12 report to the KGC’s 
membership via the Houston Telegraph, noting, “If I learn that Mr. Lin-
coln has been elected, no movement of the K. G. C. will be attempted until 
it is determined by the Southern States whether they will submit or not.” 
In such case, Bickley said: “I shall have to visit the east for material, and 
must therefore be absent from the State [Texas] for some weeks.” If civil 
war ensues, Bickley said, “I believe it to be the duty of the members of 
this organization to lend their services to the Governors of their respective 
States.” In a November 15 report, still from Marshall, Bickley exclaimed: 
“Thank God, the K. G. C. organization is now in the hands of the people 
of the South.”48 Bickley had apparently just learned that Lincoln had been 
elected president with slightly less than 40 percent of the popular vote—
Breckinridge had swept Texas and the South, but he came in second in the 
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national electoral vote count, and only received 60 percent of the popular 
votes of the regular Democratic candidate, Stephen Douglas.49

 It appears Bickley left to go east around November 15, since his nephew 
Charles soon began filing the KGC’s Texas reports. In a November 29 re-
port, Charles Bickley replied to KGC Colonel John J. Cook of Montgomery 
that “General Bickley was at Marshall on the 10th,” implying Bickley had 
left shortly thereafter. Charles advises Cook, “In case of a demand for troops 
on the part of the South, the services of the K. G. C. will be tendered.”50 This 
indicates that George Bickley may have been on his way to Montgomery, 
Alabama, which contained castles with at least two hundred members. By 
February 1861, Montgomery was designated as the KGC’s headquarters.51

 Elkanah Greer also spoke out boldly at a Marshall mass rally on No-
vember 16. For several years, Greer had been complaining about “the foul 
breath of Abolitionism” and “the diabolical imposition of the North on 
the free-born and liberty-loving Southerners.” At the Marshall mass rally, 
under the waving flag of the Texas Lone Star Republic, Greer proclaimed 
“a more consummate piece of folly could not be committed than to wait for 
the North to inaugurate her withering, dishonoring, and diabolical policy.” 
Advocating the South’s immediate secession, Greer proclaimed: “The overt 
act [Lincoln’s election] has been committed. Let the South speak now or 
forever hold her peace.” At the end of his speech, Greer indicated he had 
tendered the services of one of the Southwestern Division’s two KGC regi-
ments to Francis Pickens (Greer’s brother-in-law), who was soon to be 
elected South Carolina governor and who was now calling for South Caro-
lina’s immediate secession.52

 The Texas KGC and South Carolina secessionists kept in communi-
cation through emissaries like Ben McCulloch, who, after meeting with 
South Carolina legislators in October, had penned a letter from Columbia 
informing an Austin newspaper editor that South Carolina would secede 
before the end of January 1861. In the same letter, he also urged Texans to 
take up the secession issue.53 McCulloch kept in touch with the southern 
fire-eater Barnwell Rhett, whose Charleston Mercury noted on October 31:  
“The Texans are almost to a man for fight, if the Abolitionist lincoln 
should be elected, and they regard bickley’s forces as the most available 
nucleus for an army.”54
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 In early December, the Norfolk Day Book reported that Colonel V. D. 
Groner had returned from his KGC coordinating mission to the South 
and the Southwest. It said that according to Groner, the KGC now had 
“one hundred twenty thousand members . . . each of whom is sworn to 
stand by the South. They are fully organized, constantly drilled, and can 
be brought into action, if necessary, in two weeks time.” The article also re-
ported that on his way back from Texas, Groner had stopped off at Missis-
sippi, the home of Governor John Pettus, whom Bickley had identified as a 
KGC member.55 Pettus had previously declared during his 1859 campaign 
for governor that he was for dissolution of the Union in the event of the 
election of a “Black Republican” president and would resign if the people 
would not sustain him in strong resistance. He saw secession as a matter 
of southern honor and accused northerners of “denouncing us as barbar-
ians, pirates, and robbers, unfit associates for Christian or civilized men.”56

 On behalf of Bickley, Groner offered Pettus the services of soldiers from 
the KGC’s army. Pettus thanked General Bickley for the offer but replied 
that he did not yet have authority to accept KGC soldiers. He noted, how-
ever, that the Mississippi state legislature would soon authorize him “to 
take such steps as are necessary for the defense of our rights,” in which 
event he would avail himself of the KGC’s offer.57 In the interim, Pettus 
sent Groner on an errand to New York to supervise the purchase and ship-
ment of a large quantity of arms for Mississippi, including rifles from the 
federal arsenal at Springfield, Massachusetts.58

 The KGC’s secession plot had now been laid and was being coordinated 
with the more radical southern governors. As Bickley promised, the KGC 
would soon become the nucleus for an army of volunteers, raised from 
across the South, that would help precipitate secession and attempt to 
seize the southern forts and the nation’s capital at the District of Colum-
bia. Charles Anderson, a Kentucky-born Unionist living near San Antonio, 
would subsequently charge that the KGC of Texas exercised “a decisive 
influence, in starting the great conspiracy” since “without [the movement 
of Texas] the Rebellion would have aborted in its earliest stage.”59
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THE PARAMILITARY’S CORE

I
n his november 10 speech at Marshall, Bickley described the KGC  
as “a nucleus around which Southern men could rally” and called for 
the formation of military organizations all over the South to keep down  

insurrections and repel [northern] invasions.” In apparent response, a 
KGC captain at LaGrange subsequently urged his castle members: “Arouse 
the military spirit of your neighbor, organize them into companies, and 
teach them military tactics and science.”1 Knights often formed a secret 
inner core within the quasi-military organizations rising in the South and 
served as drillmasters for the new recruits. This allowed the Knights to 
quickly scale up their a∞liated manpower and scope while sidestepping 
growing resistance to the KGC’s secrecy.2

 Charles H. Foster, the KGC editor of the Murfreesboro (N.C.) Citizen, 
revealed in August 1860 that an underlying purpose of the KGC in setting 
up home guards and vigilance committees was to establish “in every town 
and county in the Southern States, a sworn band of citizens, pledged under 
the sanctity of oath to defend our Constitutional rights and to espouse the 
cause of the South against the North in the event of a sectional collision.” 
In urging the rapid expansion of KGC castles and a∞liated sworn bands 
of citizens, Foster said that they “would be prepared to act at a moment’s 
notice, though summoned from their bed at midnight, under known lead-
ers and without confusion.”3 In doing so, he invoked the patriotic image of 
the minutemen from the 1776 American Revolution, when the best men of 
each militia unit were asked to stand ready at a moment’s notice to execute 
the commands of the revolutionary Committees of Public Safety.4 Foster’s 
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call presaged the rise of the most widespread of the new quasi-military 
movements during October and November 1860—the Minute Men—that 
enrolled more than two hundred thousand southerners.5

 On October 7, 1860, the South Carolinians at Columbia revived and 
formalized the revolutionary concept in drafting the constitution for the 
“Minute Men for the Defense of Southern Rights,” which called for the 
formation of volunteer infantry and cavalry companies across the Palmetto 
State. The Minute Men constitution warned that “the election of a ‘Black 
Republican’ President will be a virtual subversion of the constitution of the 
United States and . . . submission to such a result must end in the destruc-
tion of our property and the ruin of our land.”6 Organizers included the 
South Carolina fire-eater Barnwell Rhett, former governor James Adams, 
and Francis Pickens (Greer’s brother-in-law), who had previously headed 
the Minute Men formed during South Carolina’s 1833 nullification crisis. 
David R. Jones, a cousin of Jefferson Davis and a future Confederate gen-
eral, was selected to lead the South Carolina Minute Men organization.7

 The South Carolina Minute Men was open to any person who believed 
in the southern cause. All volunteers were asked to bring their own firearm 
and wear a blue cockade on the left side of their hats. They were required 
to “solemnly pledge, our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor, to 
sustain Southern Constitutional equality in the Union, or failing that, to 
establish our independence out of it.”8 In addition to drilling, the Minute 
Men formed vigilance committees in South Carolina’s plantation districts 
to prevent slave insurrection and deal with suspected abolitionists. In the 
cities, the Minute Men led grand parades and torchlight processions to 
promote South Carolina’s secession. They also supported the election of 
secessionist delegates to the South Carolina convention and intimidated 
Unionists. It was widely reported that an ancillary purpose of the organi-
zation was “to march at a minute’s notice to Washington to prevent Lin-
coln’s inauguration.”9

 Minute Men units soon spread across South Carolina. By the end of No-
vember 1860, eight thousand minutemen drilled in Columbia, and twenty-
seven companies had been formed in South Carolina’s Piedmont region. 
William Gilmore Simms called the movement “a perfect landsturm” and 
said there were twenty thousand minutemen armed in South Carolina 
with squads in every precinct.10 One planter said he was cajoled into  
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joining a Minute Men unit and claimed he was forced to participate in the  
hanging of six northern men and was aware of the hanging of hundreds 
more.11 Similar companies of Minute Men formed in towns and cities across  
Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, and Mississippi. Like their South Carolina 
counterparts, they formed vigilance committees that harassed Unionists 
and held parades and rallies supporting secession.12

 In eastern Virginia, thousands of minutemen joined companies formed 
in response to the October 25 call of former governor Henry Wise (an 
OLS/KGC sympathizer), who was referred to locally as “the gallant Knight 
of Virginia.”13 The KGC leader Virginius Groner (likely taking some credit 
for a∞liated minutemen) reported that the Knights “now numbered 
120,000 members who are fully organized, constantly drilled, and can be 
brought into action if necessary in two weeks time.” Groner informed Mis-
sissippi governor John Pettus, ”Every day new volunteer companies are 
being formed and our State is being put in a complete state of defense.”14

 A good example of the KGC’s behind-the-scenes role in organizing the 
rising quasi-military groups is the formation of the Minute Men of Atlanta 
(Fulton County) Georgia. KGC members Alexander Wallace, an insurance 
company agent and prominent secessionist, and Alexander Gaulding, 
the editor of the Atlanta Intelligencer, had chaired Bickley’s March 1860 
fund-raising appearances in Atlanta. They, as well as Dr. J. K. Alexander, 
had been appointed to the KGC’s seven-man committee to collect contri-
butions and report to the KGC’s State Central Committee.15 Now, in No-
vember 1860, Gaulding called to order the organizational meeting of the 
Fulton County Minute Men, which was chaired by Dr. J. K. Alexander 
(both men served on the organizing committee). Alexander Wallace, now 
captain of the Atlanta Grays, at whose armory the meeting was held, gave 
a spirited southern-rights speech to the more than one hundred men who 
showed up for the meeting. A resolution was passed endorsing “any ac-
tion that the sovereign state of Georgia may take in asserting her indepen-
dence.” Soon more than four hundred joined the new Atlanta Minute Men 
chapter.16

 The Atlanta Grays’ connection also demonstrates the KGC’s a∞liation 
with the voluntary military clubs that existed in the South, which often at-
tracted men from the upper classes who enjoyed military drill and display. 
The number and size of these independent clubs increased substantially 
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after John Brown’s October 1859 raid at Harpers Ferry. As the secession 
crisis deepened, the military preparations of these voluntary clubs became 
more intense, and their purpose was redirected to actively promoting se-
cession.17

 In towns where the KGC had castles, the military clubs were often 
a∞liated with the castle and assumed responsibility for military drill 
of KGC members. In San Antonio, the KGC castles sponsored several 
a∞liated militia units, including the Alamo Guards and San Antonio 
Guards, which supervised military drill for castle members. Similarly, 
at Galveston, the Knights’ castle was a∞liated with the Galveston City 
Guards that merged with the Lone Star Rifles in 1857 to become the 
Galveston Artillery Company, charged with protecting the city’s harbor.18 
In Dallas, KGC leader John Good organized and was elected captain of the 
Dallas Light Artillery in March 1859, which contained many of Dallas’s  
prominent citizens.19 As a former KGC member noted: “Every castle is, in 
truth a regular military company. . . . thousands of castles have been drill-
ing two or three times per week, for several years.”20

 Like Atlanta Grays Captain Alexander Wallace, a number of KGC mili-
tary commanders served as the head of an a∞liated military club or militia  
unit. KGC Colonel Virginius Groner headed the Norfolk Grays, which 
at one point was described as “the best military unit on the seaboard.”21 
George Chilton, soon to become the KGC’s Texas grand marshall, headed 
the “Tyler Guards.”22

 In Harford County, Maryland (the familial home of John Wilkes 
Booth), Robert Harris Archer had organized a private militia company 
called the Spesutia Rangers in March 1860, serving as its initial captain. 
The forty-year-old Archer had fought in the Seminole and Mexican Wars, 
then returned to work on his family’s Harford County plantation (but tak-
ing time off to travel in Mexico and the South). According to Archer’s KGC 
commission as “Colonel” and “Staff Quartermaster,” Archer joined the 
Knights in December 1859 in New York. By November 1860, Archer had 
assumed a much broader role, recruiting young men from the five counties 
in Maryland’s Second Congressional District for a new private regiment to 
be offered to the governor of South Carolina, “if he, in the crisis through 
which that State is about to pass, require their services.”23
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 In Georgia, KGC Brigadier General Paul J. Semmes had served as the 
captain of the Columbus Guards, which was filled with fifty “gentlemen of 
education and high social standing.” It was similarly described as “one of 
the oldest, if not the best drilled volunteer corps at the South.”24 By Octo-
ber 1860, after being appointed a brigadier general in the KGC, Semmes 
was in the process of forming a brigade in a new organization called the 
“Southern Guard.” It was purposely formed outside the regular Georgia 
militia system so that it could be called into service in states other than 
Georgia.25

 On November 12, Georgia held a military convention at Milledgeville 
involving military clubs and militia units from across the state. Georgia’s 
fiery prosecession governor, Joseph Brown, addressed the assembled mi-
litia members, a∞rming each state’s right to secede and proclaiming that 
the duty of the other southern states was to support South Carolina. If 
the federal government tried to prevent secession, Brown threatened to 
resist and to hang two federal soldiers for every Georgian who should be 
executed for treason.26 After approving resolutions for Georgia to obtain 
armaments and equipment (to put it on a war footing), the convention 
voted two to one in favor of Georgia’s immediate secession.27

 A number of known or suspected KGC leaders were in Milledgeville 
around this time, including Gideon Pillow, the adjutant general of Ten-
nessee’s voluntary forces. One of the key players at the military convention 
was KGC Brigadier General Paul Semmes, who had recently accused the 
northern government of robbing the South of $105 million per year and 
urged: “Let a united South rally and strike down this God-forsaken Union 
with robbers, fanatics, incendiaries, assassins, infidels. Southrons arise! 
Buckle on your armor; trust in God and strike for independence.” At the 
end of November, Semmes was appointed by Georgia’s Governor Brown 
as a special agent to obtain arms and munitions pursuant to the $1 million 
appropriation provided by the state legislature. Semmes soon headed to 
New York City to arrange the purchases.28

 The KGC leader and arms salesman Ben McCulloch was also in  
Milledgeville around the time of the convention. Shortly following it, Mc-
Culloch warned Texas governor Sam Houston that “if the South submitted 
to Mr. Lincoln’s rule, there will be insurrection in some of the States. . . . 
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Then upon the election of Mr. Lincoln’s successor (another Black Repub-
lican,) the South will march an army to Washington city to resist the inau-
guration.”29 By November 25, McCulloch was in Columbia, South Carolina, 
from where he wrote his brother Henry that “the strong party” in South 
Carolina will obtain a unanimous vote in its convention for secession by 
December 20 and will “at once sieze [sic] the Forts and U.S. arsenals.” 
McCulloch urged that “the eight cotton states [should] go out as soon as 
possible” and that Texas should join them “so that she will not be behind 
every southern State that makes cotton.”30

 In addition to involvement in the Minute Men movement, the KGC was 
also at the center of the paramilitary conversion of the Breckinridge and 
Lane Clubs that took place in the latter part of 1860. John Breckinridge, 
the states’-rights candidate for president, was accused of being a disunion-
ist due to his radical states’-rights supporters and his equivocal denials 
during the campaign. In 1860, most extreme states’-rights men, including 
Robert Rhett, Louis Wigfall, and William Yancey, supported Breckinridge, 
in part due to a speech that Breckinridge had made in December 1859, 
proclaiming that if the Republicans were elected, “resistance in some form 
is inevitable.”31 Breckinridge was also rumored to have worn KGC emblem-
atic jewelry while serving as vice president in Washington, and was pub-
licly charged with being a member of the Knights by notable politicians, 
including Kentucky’s U.S. senator John Crittenden.32

 During the late summer of 1860, the notorious fire-eater William Yancey  
decided to embark on a campaign tour on behalf of Breckinridge’s candi-
dacy after receiving invitations from various Breckinridge and Lane Clubs. 
This tour encompassed twenty major addresses over a seven-week period 
in towns across the South, the Border States, and the North. Yancey said 
he was undertaking the grueling campaign tour because he was angry at 
being described by northern papers as the architect of disunion; he wanted 
to show the North that he didn’t have horns. Others alleged, however, that 
Yancey’s underlying purpose was to gauge Border State sentiment for se-
cession and ramp up the militancy of the Breckinridge and Lane Clubs.33

 Yancey, a medium-sized man with a melodious voice, was the most 
spellbinding and fearless orator in the South. He began his campaign 
swing with a speech in Memphis on August 14, in which he said that if the 
Republicans were elected, he hoped “some great Washington [will] arise 
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who will scourge them from the temple of freedom, even if he is called a 
traitor, an agitator or a rebel.” He then proceeded to Knoxville, Tennessee, 
where he exchanged verbal threats with the pro-Unionist newspaper edi-
tor William Ganaway (“Parson”) Brownlow.34 After stopping at the home 
of Secretary of War John Floyd in Abingdon, Virginia, Yancey moved on 
to Richmond and Staunton. At the District of Columbia, he spent five days 
in mysterious meetings with states’-rights politicians and researching 
government documents. During a speech from his hotel’s balcony, Yancey 
warned that the Republican Wide-Awakes were arming and training to 
force northern rule upon the South. He also described the glory that would 
attend an independent southern republic where southern port cities would 
become dynamos of commerce, eclipsing those of the North.35

 Yancey then moved on to Maryland’s Eastern Shore, where former 
governor Enoch Louis Lowe escorted him. He made appearances in An-
napolis and Baltimore. After canvassing Maryland, Yancey moved on to 
address a meeting of the Breckinridge Democrats at Wilmington, which 
was followed by a public procession of two thousand stretching for one 
and a half miles. He then crossed the Mason-Dixon Line to speak in New 
York City, where he made a major address defending slavery and castigat-
ing the alleged abolitionist plots by northern ministers in Texas. Yancey 
next ventured to Boston, the heart of abolitionism, where he vigorously 
defended slavery, contending that “no laboring people on the face of the 
earth are so happy, so uniformly well fed and clothed and provided for, in 
sickness and in health, as the slaves of the South.”36

 After journeying west to a number of northern-tier cities, Yancey swung 
back south through Kentucky during mid-October with major addresses 
at Lexington and Louisville, and whistle-stops in smaller towns along the 
way. George Prentice in his Louisville Journal subsequently charged that 
Yancey, during his swing through Kentucky, had “made the establishment 
of the Order of the Knights of the Golden Circle a part of his special business 
if not his chief business.” More specifically, Prentice said that Yancey spoke 
at Lebanon in central Kentucky’s Marion County “and remained there a  
day, organized a lodge, or branch, or whatever else, the name may be.”37

 On September 2, 1860, the Louisville Daily Democrat had published 
the KGC’s “Address to the Southern People,” incorporating the public sum-
mary of its May 1860 Raleigh, North Carolina, convention. The editors 
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noted that the pamphlet shows the KGC’s “whole purpose is political. . . . 
While its members belong to open political parties, their acts are con-
trolled by secret obligations.” It further alleged that “the first great object 
to be accomplished was to break [up the Union]” and that “Mr. Yancey 
knows more about it than he chooses to tell.”38 Yancey, while admitting 
he had been solicited by the Knights, subsequently denied that he was a 
member or was engaged in establishing castles of the KGC.39

 Yancey’s tour culminated on October 29 in New Orleans, where he 
spoke to a crowd of thirty thousand people, the largest public attendance 
for a speech in the city’s history. The growing militancy of the Breckinridge 
and Lane Clubs was now evident, as related paramilitary units joined in 
the lengthy procession that escorted Yancey to the podium. In his speech, 
Yancey advocated resistance if the Lincoln administration sent more in-
cendiaries like John Brown and similar abolitionist agitators. He pro-
claimed that all citizens had a reserved right of secession, as well as the 
right to resist (for the purpose of self-preservation) from a government 
that endeavors to crush them. Confirming the intelligence-gathering pur-
poses of his tour, Yancey said his trip convinced him that the Border States 
would never permit a hostile army to cross them to try to coerce the states 
of the Deep South.40

 Yancey’s militarizing efforts undoubtedly played a role in the metamor-
phosis of the Breckinridge and Lane Clubs of Baltimore and Washington,  
D.C., into the National Volunteers during late 1860. In Baltimore, the 
National Volunteers was formed following a huge October 22 meeting of 
Breckinridge and Lane boosters, where a canvas was displayed proclaiming,  
“Maryland must and will be true to the South.” At the meeting, a new para-
military organization was announced, to be called “the National Demo-
cratic Volunteers” and to consist of twenty-four companies under “Chief 
Marshall William Byrne.”41

 During early November, the Volunteers organized a large torchlight 
parade in Baltimore in which five thousand participated. Byrne, bedecked 
with a blue sash, led the entourage mounted on a fine horse. After the 
election, the National Volunteers, who wore red ribbons on their coats and 
met near Barnum’s Hotel on Fayette Street, expanded their membership 
and drilling. They would soon become the focus of the drive to prevent 
the inauguration of the “Black Republican” Lincoln and to also prevent 
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northern troops from moving through Baltimore to reach the District of 
Columbia.42

 Byrne was a prosperous Baltimore businessman who served as a prin-
cipal Breckinridge delegate. He was subsequently chosen to o∞cially carry 
Maryland’s pro-Breckinridge vote to the District of Columbia. Here he met 
with Vice President Breckinridge as well as former governor Enoch Lowe 
and others who were attempting to force Maryland’s governor, Thomas 
Hicks, to call a sovereignty convention to consider its secession.43 Byrne, 
like other members of the secret committee at the core of the National 
Volunteers, was a Knight of the Golden Circle. Also serving on this secret 
committee were KGC Cypriano Ferrandini; William H. Turner, a clerk of 
the county court; and Otis Hilliard, a soldier of fortune who had recently 
returned from the South and was also likely to be a Knight.44 Hilliard 
would later reveal that National Volunteer leaders who were forced to tes-
tify before the congressional investigating committee in Washington had 
been ordered not to divulge the secrets, nature, or objects of their organi-
zation.45

 The KGC paramilitary leaders in Baltimore, such as Byrne and Fer-
randini, met secretly at the Eutaw House, a six-story hotel at the corner 
of Baltimore and Eutaw Streets. The KGC’s Third Degree political leader 
was John V. L. McMahon, a fiery attorney who represented Baltimore’s 
up-and-coming merchant community. The impetuous McMahon, who 
suffered from partial blindness and ill-health, lived in retirement at the 
Eutaw House. His rooms were frequently the locus of political intrigue.46

 The National Volunteers of Washington, D.C., then numbered around 
three hundred and similarly grew out of the local Breckinridge and Lane 
Clubs. Charles Henry Winder, a prominent pro-South Washington at-
torney, prepared the National Volunteers’ constitution (that likely also 
applied to Baltimore, New York, and other locations where the National 
Volunteers had chapters).47 After holding several preliminary meetings in 
September and October, the Washington club took one hundred men to 
march with their Baltimore compatriots in the massive torchlight parade 
on behalf of the Breckinridge and Lane ticket.48

 Dr. Cornelius Boyle, a successful medical doctor and substantial prop-
erty owner, was the senior o∞cer, captain, and president of Washington’s 
National Volunteers’ council of five. Boyle had started in the drug business 
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and then graduated from Columbia College in medicine. His patients and 
friends encompassed Washington’s Democratic political elite, including 
Breckinridge, Stephen Douglas, and James Buchanan. As a long-standing 
resident of the District of Columbia, Boyle’s sentiments were allied with 
Maryland. He predicted that four-fifths of the citizens of the District of 
Columbia would side with Maryland rather than the federal government if 
Virginia and Maryland seceded.49 Dr. A. Y. P. Garnett, another noted Dis-
trict of Columbia physician (soon to become personal physician for Jeffer-
son Davis), was also a National Volunteers leader and would subsequently 
be elected surgeon of the Washington, D.C., chapter. Garnett would feed 
intelligence to his father-in-law, Virginia’s former governor Henry Wise, 
on the defensive position of the District that could be used by Wise in for-
mulating an attack on the capital.50

 As in Baltimore, leaders of the KGC in Washington also held key posi-
tions in the National Volunteers. National Volunteers president Cornelius 
Boyle spoke about a “secret Southern association” known as the Knights 
of the Golden Circle that met at Temperance Hall and was composed of 
some of the “first men in town.”51 Littleton Quinton [L. Q.] Washington, 
the political head of Washington’s Knights, was a key leader in its National 
Volunteers. In 1860, L. Q. worked as a Washington newspaper correspon-
dent and political operative for Virginia senator Robert M. T. Hunter, who 
was then considered a possible compromise candidate for president. L. Q. 
had previously served as clerk for President John Tyler and was active in 
Democratic states’-rights politics.52

 After Yancey’s appearance at Wilmington, the Breckinridge and Lane 
Clubs in Delaware became more militant. Thomas F. Bayard, the son of 
Delaware’s U.S. senator and a Wilmington lawyer, was a leader of the 
Breckinridge Democrats who channeled funds to Delaware’s southern 
counties to resist the Republican’s efforts to try to elect Lincoln (Breckin-
ridge carried Delaware). By January 1861, Bayard had enlisted sixty former  
members of Wilmington’s Breckinridge and Lane Club in forming a com-
pany called “the Delaware Guards, that soon possessed the best arms 
in the state.” Similar prosecession militia units sprang up in Delaware’s 
middle- and southern-tier towns, and Bayard, acting as his father’s agent, 
channeled weapons to some of them. Both Thomas Bayard and his senator 
father were alleged to be members of the Knights of the Golden Circle.53
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 Abraham Lincoln, the president-elect, was aware of the growing south-
ern militancy. On October 20, 1860, Lincoln’s friend Major David Hunter 
wrote to inform him that during a visit to Virginia, he had received a re-
port that a number of young men had bound themselves, “by oaths most 
solemn,” to assassinate Lincoln if he were elected.54 KGC castles and 
companies of Minute Men that were active throughout Virginia could 
have been the source of the threat. Lincoln was concerned enough to ask 
Hunter to keep him appraised of southern plots against the government.55

 During November, Joshua Speed from Louisville, Lincoln’s closest 
friend, provided similar warnings. In a congratulatory letter written soon 
after the election, Speed told Lincoln that, with respect to preserving the 
Union, Lincoln would have to “deal with the combustible material lying 
around you without setting fire to the edifice.” He then noted in passing, “I 
can not but tremble for you.”56 Speed’s reference to “combustible material” 
is eerily similar to R. H. Wilson’s description of the KGC “Boys” in Texas 
during the election campaign, whom he called “Southern inflammable ma-
terial gathered together, only waiting for a spark to set the blaze.”57

 Due to his great concern, Speed subsequently met with Lincoln on No-
vember 22 in Chicago to confidentially “impart some information as to 
men and public sentiment here.” It’s likely that Speed filled Lincoln in on 
the machinations of the KGC, which had five castles in Louisville.58 It is 
also likely that Speed, who had been a Douglas supporter, advised Lincoln 
of the “Little Giant’s” belief in an ongoing southern conspiracy to dismem-
ber the Union, as well as the rapid rise of southern paramilitary organiza-
tions and threats to prevent Lincoln’s inauguration.59

 Douglas, himself a committed expansionist, said that southern fire-
eaters had orchestrated the schism at Charleston as a pretext for their 
bold plan to create a powerful new slaveholding empire around the Gulf 
of Mexico, stretching from Cuba through Mexico into Central America. 
He predicted that the supporters of Democratic states’-rights candidate 
John Breckinridge would win the fifteen Cotton and Border States, as well 
as California and Oregon, and throw the election into the U.S. House of 
Representatives, which would declare Breckinridge the rightful president. 
Breckinridge would then use the authority of his Democratic administra-
tion to control the U.S. departments and ministries including the U.S. 
Army and relations with foreign countries.60 Based on information from 
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his well-placed operatives, Douglas became so convinced of a southern 
conspiracy to break up the Union that he took the unprecedented step of 
campaigning personally throughout the southern and Border States dur-
ing September and October.61

 Thus, by the end of 1860, the KGC had significantly expanded and in-
serted its members into the core of the paramilitary organizations rising in 
the South and Border States such as the Minute Men and National Volun-
teers. Private military clubs and militia units had also been marshaled in 
support of secession, and Knights’ leaders were well represented at related 
military conventions. Fears of slave insurrections and attempted coercion 
by the North gripped the South and aroused southern hearts and minds. 
Conditions were now ripe for the KGC to implement its plot laid out at the 
Marshall conclave—seize federal forts in the South as well as the District 
of Columbia and prevent the “Black Republican” Abraham Lincoln from 
taking o∞ce.
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SEIZURE OF FEDERAL FORTS 
AND ARSENALS

T
he u.s. army informer who had infiltrated the KGC’s November 
1860 Council of War reported that “orders were given to seize Navy-
Yards, Forts &c, while KGC members were still Cabinet o∞cers and 

Senators.” Soon afterward, several seizures of federal forts in the South by 
paramilitary insurgents occurred that were likely related to the KGC. The 
army informer also referenced Secretary of War John Floyd and Secretary 
of the Treasury Howell Cobb as KGC members, as well as Vice President 
John Breckinridge.1 Expositions of the KGC produced during the Civil War 
similarly charged that a year before Lincoln’s election, John Floyd had 
secured “large sums from the U.S. Treasury” and established “plans for 
securing arms from the U.S. Arsenals and for possessing all the southern 
fortresses.”2 Both Cobb and Floyd did embrace secession during November 
1860, and although Cobb resigned in December, Floyd remained in o∞ce. 
His actions thereafter are highly suspicious.3

 At this time, a string of thirty federal forts stretched along the coastline 
of the United States, the majority of which were in the South. Construction  
of these forts had begun after the War of 1812, for the purpose of protecting  
the coastal states from a seaward assault—not to defend against a land-
based raid from domestic insurgents. In addition, numerous interior forts 
and barracks, as well as six federal arsenals, existed in the southern states. 
The land for most of these federal installations had been donated by indi-
vidual states. As southern states moved toward secession, fire-eaters were 
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demanding that the forts and arsenals be returned to the individual states 
in which they were located.4

 The fifty-two-year-old Floyd had served as a three-term U.S. congress-
man and then governor of Virginia in the early 1850s, where his tenure 
was tainted by a banking scandal and financial irregularities. He was a 
strong proponent of states’ rights, as well as U.S. expansionism, and had 
been present at the Greenbrier (White Sulphur Springs, Virginia) during 
the period of the KGC’s August 1859 convention. Floyd was appointed 
secretary of war in 1856 through the recommendation of Henry Wise, who 
had been Buchanan’s initial choice. Floyd saw himself as a bold man of 
action who should not be bothered with administrative details. He now 
headed the War Department, with eight bureaus and ninety-three employ-
ees that supervised the extensive supply network and finances of the U.S. 
Army.5

 As early as 1859, Floyd’s War Department was supplying the six Cotton 
States with a disproportionate share of the federal arms that were pro-
vided to support state militias. By the end of 1860, all the states that would 
eventually secede had received their full quota of federal arms for 1861. 
Floyd approved South Carolina’s request for its full 1861 allocation only ten 
days before the state began its secession convention.6 Rifles and muskets 
were also transferred to federal arsenals in the South, where they would 
be available for subsequent seizure.7 In addition, Floyd approved govern-
ment sales of obsolete federal arms to secessionist sympathizers that were 
suspiciously channeled through intermediaries.8 By January 1861, south-
ern newspapers were bragging that 290,000 stands of arms had been 
acquired through the takeover of federal arsenals, with 417,000 further 
arms purchased by the Cotton States, noting that the total could increase 
to a million once Texas and the Border States joined the Confederacy.9

 Floyd was also accused of filling key federal military positions with pro-
South o∞cers. In the spring of 1860, he appointed Colonel William W. 
Loring, a North Carolinian (and reputed KGC member), to become com-
mander of the U.S. Army’s Department of New Mexico.10 In November 
1860, Floyd appointed Brigadier General Albert Sidney Johnston, a native 
Kentuckian who had relocated to Texas to head the U.S. Army’s merged 
Department of the Pacific, headquartered at San Francisco. Johnston, a 
close friend of Jefferson Davis, sympathized with his adopted Texas, where 
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he had served as its first army commander and maintained extensive land 
holdings.11 Floyd also appointed Brigadier General David Twiggs, a na-
tive Georgian and states’-rights sympathizer, to assume command of the 
huge Department of Texas, with almost one-third of the U.S. Army’s man-
power.12 Louisiana native Major P. G. T. Beauregard was also appointed as 
superintendent of West Point despite Beauregard’s secessionist proclivi-
ties. During his month-long tenure, Beauregard advised southern cadets 
as to when they should leave the academy to join the Confederate army 
(and was also accused of forming castles of the KGC).13

 On his way to New York, Beauregard likely tied in with KGC Brigadier 
General Paul J. Semmes, who had been appointed by Georgia’s Gover-
nor Brown as special purchasing agent to acquire arms and munitions 
for Georgia with the $1 million appropriation recently approved by the 
Georgia legislature. U.S. Army Colonel William J. Hardee, the prior com-
mandant of West Point, assisted Semmes in this effort. During December 
1860, Semmes and Hardee set up shop at New York’s Fifth Avenue Hotel 
and finalized contracts with northern manufacturers such as Colt, Parrott, 
Veile, E. I. du Pont, as well as for six Columbiads from the U.S. govern-
ment’s Fort Pitt Foundry. On the way north, they had stopped off at Wash-
ington, D.C., and obtained advice and assistance from personnel in Floyd’s 
War Department on military-related purchasing.14

 In addition to approving disproportionate arms sales and appointments 
of southern o∞cers, Floyd became increasingly erratic in his behavior af-
ter November 1860, supporting suspicions of his disloyalty and alleged 
KGC connections. During the first part of November, Floyd met directly 
with a number of ardent secessionists, including Francis Pickens, who was 
soon to become governor of South Carolina. By early December, Floyd an-
nounced to the press that he believed the secession of the Cotton States 
was inevitable.15

 At the end of October 1860, Winfield Scott, the seventy-four-year-old 
general-in-chief of the U.S. Army, tried to alert President James Buchanan 
to the likely plots against federal installations as reported by the army 
informer. In his “Views Suggested by the Imminent Danger . . . ,” Scott 
warned that “from a knowledge of our Southern population, it is my sol-
emn conviction that there is some danger of an early act of rashness pre-
liminary to secession viz., the seizure of some or all of [nine designated 
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federal forts in the southern states including Forts Moultrie and Sumter at 
Charleston harbor and Fort Monroe at Hampton Roads, Virginia].” Scott 
noted that these forts had insu∞cient garrisons and recommended that 
“all these works should be immediately so garrisoned as to make any at-
tempt to take any of them by surprise or coup de main ridiculous.”16

 Scott was able to circumvent his prickly superior, Secretary of War John 
Floyd (who despised Scott and often pocketed his recommendations), and 
present his “Views” directly to President Buchanan. A wily diplomat from 
Pennsylvania, the sixty-nine-year-old Buchanan had obtained his 1856 
nomination by catering to southern interests and had subsequently ap-
pointed three southerners to his cabinet. Like Floyd, the southern cabinet 
o∞cers predicted a disastrous reaction if U.S. troops suddenly appeared 
in the South to reinforce the federal forts. At his meeting with President 
Buchanan, Scott indicated that he presently had only five companies avail-
able to provide reinforcements. This made it easy for Buchanan, who was 
trying to head off the secession movement in the South, to dismiss Scott’s 
suggestions as impractical and speculative.17

 Buchanan did have concerns, however, about the security of the forts, par-
ticularly those in the harbor at Charleston, South Carolina. After Lincoln’s  
November 6 election, Buchanan repeatedly reviewed the security of the 
federal forts with his cabinet, which was evenly divided between northern 
hard-liners and southern appeasers. Secretary of War Floyd strongly op-
posed sending reinforcements to Charleston, telling an associate that he 
would sooner cut off his hand. At this point, Buchanan generally accepted 
the views of the southern cabinet members, hoping to stave off the grow-
ing southern militancy.18

 In his annual message to Congress of December 3, 1860, Buchanan 
claimed that the federal forts were “property of the United States” and 
“had been purchased for a fair equivalent, by the consent of the legislature 
of the State.” He said that if an attempt were made to seize the forts, “the 
responsibility for consequences would rightfully rest upon the heads of the 
assailants.” Buchanan also said that the secession of any state was equiva-
lent to revolution and was not justified on the basis of Lincoln’s election. 
He, nevertheless, seemed to countenance secession by noting that if the 
northern states refused to repeal their obnoxious personal liberty laws, 
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which impeded southerners from reclaiming their slave property, then the 
injured southern states, after pursuing all constitutional means, “would be 
justified in revolutionary resistance to the government of the Union.” And 
he undercut any threat of federal retaliation by conceding that the United 
States government lacked authority under the constitution to militarily 
coerce any seceding state.19

 On December 12, General Scott arrived in Washington to again urge re-
inforcement of the forts, and he now detailed a larger complement of army 
companies that he could assign for this purpose. Since Secretary Floyd 
continued to disagree, a December 15 interview was arranged for Scott to 
present his recommendations directly to President Buchanan. With re-
spect to the Charleston harbor forts, Buchanan still felt he did not want 
to send in reinforcements, but instead intended to await the final action 
of South Carolina’s convention and the arrival of South Carolina commis-
sioners in Washington to try to negotiate the issues. Buchanan hoped to 
prevent South Carolina’s likely secession from spilling over to the other 
southern states. He felt that these other states would condemn any aggres-
sive action by South Carolina against the forts in Charleston harbor.20

 In the midst of the turmoil precipitated by South Carolina’s December 20  
secession, Floyd found himself at the center of several major scandals. 
Charges against him alleged that he was surreptitiously channeling 124 
heavy guns to several southern forts still under construction. The huge 
guns, called Columbiads, had been initially ordered in October and were 
manufactured at Pittsburgh’s Allegheny Arsenal. On December 20, Floyd 
gave highly unusual verbal instructions to the U.S. Army ordinance o∞cer 
to have the guns loaded on the ship Silver War and sent to Ship Island, 
Mississippi, and Galveston, Texas, for which they had not originally been 
intended. Upon learning that the Columbiads were being loaded at the 
dock, a committee of outraged Pittsburgh citizens sent a telegram to Presi-
dent Buchanan on Christmas Day complaining that “an order has issued 
from the War Department to transfer all the effective munitions of war 
from the arsenal in this city to Southern forts.”21 A northern newspaper 
lamented: “The Columbiads are the largest and most destructive species 
of ordinance known to our service. At a time when Mississippi, Louisiana, 
and Texas are preparing to make war upon the Union, an order is issued 
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by Floyd to transport these guns into the midst of the avowed enemies of 
the country. The people of Pittsburgh met, protested against the criminal 
act, and asked the war department to countermand the order.”22 Buchanan 
did quickly countermand the order, while the Montgomery Advertiser later 
applauded Floyd for trying to transfer the guns to the Confederate cause.23

 With respect to financial matters, an Interior Department employee 
named Godard Bailey, who was a relative of Floyd’s wife and whom Floyd 
had recommended, had transferred $870,000 from the Indian Trust Fund 
to a defense contractor on the basis of drafts that Floyd had previously 
endorsed. When Buchanan found out about it on December 22, he became 
outraged, since he had previously told Floyd to stop issuing the drafts. 
This, coupled with the irate telegram from the Pittsburgh citizens over 
the Floyd-authorized Columbiad shipments, convinced Buchanan that it 
was time to ask Floyd to resign. Not wanting to confront Floyd directly, 
Buchanan sent Floyd’s cousin, Vice President John Breckinridge, to break 
the bad news. Floyd initially agreed to resign but then became irate and 
said he needed to protect his honor. He vacillated for nearly a week, during 
which time he continued to show up for cabinet meetings and serve as the 
secretary of war.24

 Then, during the night of December 25, Major Robert Anderson se-
cretly moved his federal garrison at Fort Moultrie to the more defensible 
Fort Sumter in the middle of Charleston’s harbor. This decision was made 
by Anderson himself in order to protect his men from the increasingly bel-
ligerent Charleston mobs. It stunned Floyd, who was brought the news by 
none other than U.S. senator Louis Wigfall from Texas.25 Buchanan was 
equally blindsided and convened a series of contentious cabinet meetings 
during which Floyd was surprised to learn that he had previously signed a 
memorandum giving Anderson authority to use his “sound military discre-
tion” to protect his garrison.
 After his northern cabinet members threatened to resign, Buchanan 
decided to back Anderson’s move to Fort Sumter. In the interim, the newly 
installed governor of South Carolina, Francis Pickens, had ordered the sei-
zure of Moultrie and the other federal forts, arsenal, and customhouse at 
Charleston. To save face, Floyd alleged that Buchanan had gone back on 
his pledge to the South to preserve the status quo and used this as the rea-
son for finally submitting his resignation on December 29. Joseph Holt, a 
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hard-hitting Unionist from Kentucky (who had been serving as postmaster 
general) was chosen to replace Floyd as secretary of war.26

 By early January 1861, Floyd was in Richmond helping to organize the 
radical elements in favor of secession. He admitted that he had supplied 
arms to the South in anticipation of armed rebellion, and, at a banquet 
held in his honor, flaunted his double-dealing while serving as Buchan-
an’s secretary of war.27 After he left o∞ce, Floyd was indicted on multiple 
charges, but by then it was too late. The New York Tribune, assuming that 
Floyd had resigned of his own volition, subsequently noted that “the con-
spirators were thunderstruck at this faux pas of Floyd.”28

 Floyd’s resignation triggered a series of incidents involving the federal 
forts in the South. On January 2, Louis Wigfall telegraphed Congressman 
Milledge Bonham at Charleston: “Holt succeeds Floyd. It means war. Cut 
off supplies from Anderson and take Sumter as soon as possible.”29 Wigfall 
had earlier coauthored the “Southern Manifesto” for the establishment of a 
Southern Confederacy joined in by thirty other southern congressmen. At 
the Willard Hotel in Washington, Wigfall was allegedly overheard boast-
ing of the extent and power of the KGC to such an extent that members 
of the legislative cabal had to tell him to keep quiet.30 During late Decem-
ber 1860 and January 1861, seizures occurred at more than twenty federal 
forts and arsenals. Most of these seizures were made after the state in 
which the installation was located had seceded. But several of the seizures 
were carried out before state secession by irregular bands of insurgents 
who claimed to be acting on their own authority.31

 In Virginia, Henry Wise’s mouthpiece, the Richmond Enquirer (edited 
by his son Obadiah Jennings Wise), openly advocated seizure of the fed-
eral forts in Virginia and Maryland, as well as government installations in 
the District of Columbia. On December 17, the Enquirer said:

 Let the first convention then, be held between Maryland and Virginia, 

and, these two states agreeing, let them provide su∞cient force to seize the 

city of Washington, and, if coercion is to be attempted, let it begin by sub-

jugating the States of Maryland and Virginia. Thus practical and e∞cient 

fighting in the Union will prevent the power of the Union from falling into 

the hands of our enemies. We hope Virginia will depute her commissioners 

to Maryland first, and providing for the seizure of Washington city, Forts 
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McHenry, Washington, and Old Point, Harpers Ferry and Gosport navy 

yard, present these two States in the attitude of rebels, inviting coercion. 

This was the way Patrick Henry brought about the revolution and this is the 

best use that Virginia can make commissioners of any kind.32

 Wise advocated the approach of “fighting within the Union,” argu-
ing that the country belonged to those who had kept the proslavery and 
states’-rights covenants of the U.S. Constitution, not to those who had 
broken them. He urged southerners to remain in the Union and fight for 
their constitutional rights as well as their proportional rights to the fed-
eral treasury, military installations, and territories. Wise argued that the 
southern states had ceded the land for the forts and arsenals to the federal 
government, and the government therefore had the right to reclaim them 
with force if necessary.33

 The Richmond Enquirer editorial didn’t mention Fortress Monroe in 
the harbor off Norfolk, probably because it was already under surveillance, 
and KGC leader Virginius Groner was actively planning its seizure. At the 
time, Groner was serving as a keynote speaker at prosecession meetings 
alongside other Virginia firebrands such as John Tyler Jr., the son of for-
mer president John Tyler.34 On December 17, Governor Pickens of South 
Carolina sent Lieutenant Colonel John Green to Virginia in order to ob-
tain intelligence on Fortress Monroe. This is the same fort from which 
President Buchanan would launch the ill-fated Star of the West mission 
on January 6, 1861, to try to relieve Anderson’s besieged garrison. Green 
worked with Charles Norris, the head of the Norfolk Minute Men (and a 
future Confederate intelligence o∞cer). Together they recruited spies at 
Fortress Monroe and the Gosport Navy Yard and forwarded reports to 
South Carolina governor Pickens.35

 Later in December, Groner spearheaded a group of volunteers who were 
prepared to seize the then lightly garrisoned Fortress Monroe in Norfolk’s 
harbor. Groner, together with Virginia’s Adjutant General Richardson, ap-
proached Virginia governor John Letcher with a letter from Henry Wise 
advocating the seizure. Letcher later confirmed: “As far back as January 8, 
[1861], I consulted with a gentleman [i.e., Groner] whose position enabled 
him to know the strength of [Fortress Monroe] and whose experience in 
military matters enabled him to form an opinion as to the number of men 
that would be required to capture it.”36 Letcher undercut the seizure plan, 
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however, by demanding that the insurgents first seek approval from other 
Virginia o∞cials. Groner felt that this would lead to leaks and alert federal 
authorities. Wise was also infuriated, which may have led him to consider 
launching a coup to take over the Virginia state government in April 1861.37

 In Wilmington, North Carolina, an anomalous group called the Cape 
Fear Minute Men held a series of prosecession meetings in mid-December 
1860. The platform stage for the meeting was decorated with the OLS 
insignia—a large Lone Star of white on a red background—and promi-
nent Wilmington merchants gave spirited speeches advocating “uncom-
promising disunion.”38 Then reports came from Washington that a federal 
revenue cutter was on its way to garrison two unmanned federal installa-
tions, Forts Johnson and Caswell, located within a few miles of each other 
about thirty miles downstream on the Cape Fear River. William S. Ash, 
a prominent railroad president and Democratic politician, approached 
North Carolina’s newly installed states’-rights governor, John Willis Ellis,  
on January 1, 1861, seeking permission to seize the two federal forts. De-
spite urgings from South Carolina, Ellis refused, contending he had no 
authority to authorize such an act.39

 The Cape Fear Minute Men, led by the Wilmington dry-cleaning mer-
chant John J. Hedrick, decided to proceed anyway. The Smithville Guards, 
from a town close to the forts, joined them. Stephen Decatur Thurston, a 
Smithville physician, was later careful to point out that the Guards “did 
not as a company occupy this fort [Johnson] but that members of said 
company did as citizens.”40

 At 4:00 a.m. on January 9, a band of about twenty insurgents arrived by 
steamboat and surrounded Fort Johnson, a barracks-like fort situated on a 
six-acre bluff overlooking the river. The raiding party knocked at the door 
of the fort’s sole caretaker, a sergeant, and asked him to give up the keys  
to the fort’s magazine, containing its arms and ammunition. The sergeant 
initially threatened to protect the ordinance stores with his life, but he 
eventually gave them the keys. Fifteen men were left to guard Fort Johnson,  
while the remainder proceeded to nearby federal Fort Caswell, a bastioned 
masonry structure controlling the entrance to the Cape Fear River. There 
the men carried out a similar seizure.41

 After learning about the occupation of the two forts, Governor Ellis 
quickly told the acting head of North Carolina’s militia to go to Smithville 
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and order Captain Thurston to restore the forts to the possession of the 
United States. Thurston and Hedrick complied, withdrawing their men 
and turning the forts back to their federal army caretakers on January 14. 
Ellis then sent a letter to President Buchanan notifying him of his with-
drawal order. He explained that the takeover was precipitated by discred-
ited reports that federal troops were on the way to garrison the forts, and 
he asked Buchanan whether “the U.S. forts in this State will be garrisoned 
with federal troops during your Administration” (to which Buchanan 
responded “no”).42 At the same time, Buchanan allowed his secretary of 
interior, Jacob Thompson (later to become the spymaster for the Con-
federacy in Canada), to visit North Carolina as a commissioner on behalf 
of Thompson’s home state of Mississippi. Thompson urged Ellis to adopt 
“e∞cient measures for the common defense and safety of the south.”43

 A few days later, Ellis separately covered his bases with Georgia’s fiery 
governor, Joseph Brown, who, in early January 1861, had ordered the sei-
zure of Fort Pulaski at Savannah and then urged the other Cotton State 
governors to seize federal forts within their jurisdictions.44 Ellis explained 
to Brown that the North Carolina forts were generally indefensible, and 
he did not believe the federal government had a present intent to garrison 
them. Ellis also said that a peremptory takeover of the forts would have an 
injurious effect on the cause of southern rights in North Carolina, where 
the immediate secessionists and “those disposed to give Lincoln a trial” 
were locked in a struggle in the legislature.45

 A band of insurgents similarly seized the partially completed federal 
fort at Ship Island in Mississippi. This was one of the forts to which Sec-
retary of War Floyd had suspiciously ordered the Columbiad shipments 
that had been halted by the outcry from Pittsburgh’s citizens. Mississippi’s 
KGC-a∞liated governor, John Pettus, was concerned about the establish-
ment of a new federal fort on Ship Island. Pettus feared the federal gov-
ernment would use the fort to restrict commerce and land troops once 
Mississippi passed its secession ordinance (which its convention did on 
January 9, 1861).46

 Before noon on January 13, an armed party of men landed on Ship 
Island, telling the federal overseer that they were acting on their own 
responsibility and that they came to take possession of the works under 
construction. A second group arrived in the afternoon, hoisted a flag, and 
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left ten men on the island, who occupied a vacant engineering building. 
This second group appears to be the one referred to in the January 16 New 
Orleans Daily True Delta, which reported that “Ship Island, Miss., some 
twelve miles from Biloxi, was taken possession on Sunday [January 13] 
night by Capt. Howard and about fifty men from Biloxi” (the Howard re-
ferred to may have been the ubiquitous KGC Major James Ross Howard, 
who was from Louisiana).47 On the morning of January 20, a third body of 
armed insurgents arrived and took forcible possession of the fort, causing 
the army lieutenant overseeing the crew to finally cease construction and 
cede possession of the island.48

 Thus, as plotted at the KGC’s Marshall conclave, a number of federal 
forts and arsenals in the South were seized in early 1861 by irregular bands 
of insurgents before the respective states had seceded. As in Virginia, 
where Groner and Wise were involved, the KGC was known to be active 
in North Carolina, as well as Mississippi, where Governor Pettus was a 
recognized KGC sympathizer. Such insurgent actions co-opted strategic 
federal defensive positions and captured a sizeable quantity of weapons 
and ammunition for the nascent Confederacy. Weapons were also trans-
ferred directly to the seceding states through the machinations of John 
Floyd, Buchanan’s outgoing secretary of war. But would the KGC succeed 
in capturing the nation’s capital—the District of Columbia—that had also 
been targeted in the KGC’s Council of War order?



100

8

THE PLOT TO SEIZE  
THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

T
he u.s. army informer who infiltrated the Knights’ Texas conclave 
around November 1860 had reported that a plot “was designed to 
seize Washington and inaugurate Breckinridge.”1 As the Knights’ 

mission shifted to supporting the southern governors, KGC leaders crypti-
cally noted: “The Knights of the Golden Circle may find its Mexico in the 
District of Columbia.”2 The District of Columbia had been the headquar-
ters of the Knights through 1859 and most of 1860. Bickley, in his circular 
letter of April 1860 to the KGC’s American Legion, boasted that Knights 
“have been constantly and openly drilled [i]n Washington city, within 
hearing of the President’s house,” and he referenced two separate KGC 
Regiments of at least one thousand men each, in Maryland and Virginia.3

 Of the seventy-five thousand residents who lived in the District of Co-
lumbia in 1861, one-third of them leaned toward the South. Within the 
District (which included Washington City, Georgetown, and a rural en-
clave) sat the ten-square-mile government tract that had been donated 
by the State of Maryland in 1788. More than 75 percent of the District’s 
population had roots in surrounding Maryland and Virginia, so the fed-
eral enclave had a decidedly pro-South character. Federal activities were 
largely clustered in the string of buildings extending along 1.2 miles of 
Pennsylvania Avenue, from the U.S. Capitol to Executive Square, where 
the Executive Mansion, Navy and War Departments, and massive U.S. 
Treasury Building were located. In this confined area, a handful of federal 
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cabinet o∞cers supervised a bevy of often southern-leaning clerks and 
secretaries.4

 During the fall 1860 election campaign, Stephen Douglas—the presi-
dential candidate of the northern wing of the Democratic Party—had 
warned that “a widespread and intricate conspiracy existed in the South” 
that threatened to take over the U.S. government through an internal 
coup d’état as early as November or December 1860. Douglas feared that 
a combination of anti-Lincoln southerners and westerners would try to 
take over the U.S. government and name John Breckinridge as de facto 
president with Buchanan’s backing. The South and West would then sanc-
tion the Breckinridge-led government and seek recognition from the U.S. 
Army and foreign powers.5

 In support of Douglas’s warning, General-in-Chief Winfield Scott re-
ceived a flurry of letters in late 1860 warning of a planned attempt to seize 
the District of Columbia and prevent Lincoln’s inauguration. Letters were 
forwarded from St. Louis, Chicago, Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, New York, 
Philadelphia, and Baltimore. A letter from Nashville, Tennessee, warned: 
“A secret society exists through all the southern States, bound together by 
solemn obligation to prevent it [Lincoln’s inauguration] at all hazards, 
even to the extent of causing his assassination before taking o∞ce.” The 
letter further charged that several members of Congress and other “men 
high in public life” were in on the conspiracy.6 Scott’s new boss, Secretary 
of War Joseph Holt, also believed in the conspiracy’s existence based on 
“information, some of which was of a most clandestine character [likely 
referring to the U.S. Army informer] that reached the Government from 
many parts of the country.”7

 Another letter reported that “vast numbers of men, say 400 or 500” 
were infiltrating the capital with arms concealed in their baggage, to be 
accommodated in the homes of the disaffected. It said that southern-lean-
ing government clerks stood ready to render assistance at the appointed 
time and were bribing military companies to offer support. The letter 
added that when summoned, companies of Minute Men would rush in 
from Virginia and Maryland, take over the government’s public buildings 
and archives, cut the telegraph wires, kidnap doughface President James 
Buchanan, and leave the District of Columbia isolated. Then John Breck-
inridge or Jefferson Davis would be appointed president of a new pro-
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South republic, and prominent men not cooperating would be arrested or 
put to death.8

 Lincoln’s close friend and supporter Joseph Medill, the managing edi-
tor of the Chicago Tribune, sent the president-elect a confidential note 
on December 26 that further highlighted these threats: “The evidence of 
my ears and eyes are forcing me to believe that the secessionists are seri-
ously contemplating resistance to your inauguration in this Capitol. There 
is certainly a secret organization in this city numbering several hundred 
members having that purpose in view—sworn armed men, and branches 
or lodges a∞liated with them in design, extend south to Richmond, 
Raliegh [sic] & Charleston.” Medill indicated that they would first need to 
control Baltimore, but “if things go thus for the next 60 days as they have 
for the last 30, [Baltimore] will be under the complete control of Disunion 
vigilance committees and a reign of terror will domineer over that city.” 
He further warned: “It is the intention of the dis-unionists, if they get 
Baltimore on their side, to prevent you reaching this city [Washington] 
by force, and with the aid of the lodges here and in Virginia and South to 
‘clean out’ the Republicans here, take psssession [sic] of the capital and 
proclaim the Southern Confederacy.”9

 As Medill indicates, one di∞culty with reclaiming the District of Co-
lumbia was the fact that it was surrounded by the state of Maryland on 
three sides and by the Potomac River and Virginia to the south. Since 
Maryland had ceded the land for the District of Columbia in 1788, Mary-
land’s secession was first necessary in order to make a legal claim for the 
District’s reversion. But Maryland was itself surrounded by states remain-
ing in the Union. Unless and until Virginia seceded, it would be di∞cult 
for Maryland to go it alone. For this reason, secession leaders decided to 
make Maryland their base of operations and precipitate its secession in 
conjunction with their plan for reclaiming the District.10

 Maryland’s moderate governor, Thomas Holliday Hicks, had been ad-
vised of the takeover plot by credible sources and included a passage in his 
January 3, 1861, “Address to the People of Maryland” warning that:

 Secession leaders in Washington have resolved that the border States, 

and especially Maryland, shall be precipitated into secession with the cot-

ton States before the 4th of March. They have resolved to seize the federal 
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Capitol and the public archives, so that they may be in a position to be ac-

knowledged by foreign governments as the “United States,” and the assent of 

Maryland is necessary, as the District of Columbia would revert to her in case 

of dissolution of the Union. . . . The plan contemplates forcible opposition 

to Mr. Lincoln’s inauguration, and consequently civil war upon Maryland 

soil, and a transfer of its horrors from the States which are to provoke it.11

Secessionists exerted tremendous pressure on Hicks to call a convention in 
order to take Maryland out of the Union. On Christmas Eve of 1860, Hicks 
was visited by a local states’-rights delegation that threatened his personal 
safety if he continued to refuse to call the Maryland legislature into ses-
sion. Former Maryland governor Enoch Lowe, a secessionist leader, con-
firmed that a meeting was held in Washington City during December to 
discuss how to pressure Hicks into calling a convention. Lowe said that 
the participants included the Breckinridge electors for the state of Mary-
land, a group that was headed by William Byrne, the leader of Baltimore’s 
KGC and National Volunteers.12

 U.S. Supreme Court Justice John Campbell from Alabama, who was 
serving as a mediator between Lincoln’s cabinet appointees and the three 
Confederate commissioners, was also convinced that a KGC-led raid on 
Washington was in the works. During late 1860/early 1861, Campbell ad-
vised Thomas Ewing, a Peace Conference delegate from Ohio, that the 
District’s public o∞ces were about to be captured by “a combined move-
ment of the clerks within and the Knights of the Golden Circle, who held 
chapter on 4½ Street, without.” Ewing said he had advised General-in-
Chief Scott about the threatened seizure but was informed that Secretary 
Floyd had denied Scott’s request to bring in military reinforcements. This 
left an inadequate force of District militia and only thirty-five marines to 
defend the capital.13

 The warning letters, congressional caucuses, and rise of independent 
military organizations soon led to newspaper reports about the plot to 
seize the District. One of the most widely circulated was the account in 
the National Intelligencer of January 11, 1861, titled “The Disunion Pro-
gramme.” It was published under the byline of “Eaton,” who was reputed 
to be Lemuel D. Evans, a former Texas congressman. Evans had previously 
been an organizer for General Quitman’s aborted 1854 Cuban expedition, 
but he was now a vocal opponent of Texas’s secession.14
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 Eaton charges that senators from seven southern states met in Washing-
ton “to assume to themselves the political power of the South, and to con-
trol all political and military operations for the present.” He then repeats  
the gist of the southern senators’ resolutions that secession should be carried  
out as soon as possible and that a convention to establish a Confederacy 
should be held in Montgomery, Alabama, before February 15. But Eaton 
further alleges that during the meeting, the senators agreed to instruct their  
states to “complete the plan of seizing forts, arsenals and custom-houses.” 
He says the caucus also resolved to “dragoon” the legislatures of the Border 
States into seceding, with an appeal to the people of Maryland to follow 
“the same revolutionary steps which promise a conflict with the State and 
Federal Governments in Texas.” According to Eaton, the plotters had taken 
control of all avenues of information in the South, including the telegraph,  
the press, and the postmasters, and they confidently relied on defections from  
the U.S. Army and Navy. With respect to the District of Columbia, Eaton  
says that the southern congressmen had deliberately conceived a conspiracy  
for the overthrow of the government through “the military organizations, 
the dangerous secret order, the ‘Knights of the Golden Circle,’ ‘Committees 
of Safety,’ Southern Leagues, and other agencies at their command.”15

 The respected Texas judge George Paschal, who had confronted Bickley 
at the October 1860 KGC meeting in Austin, similarly warned a friend in 
Washington City that the South was virtually in arms and moving north-
ward with the objective of seizing the capital. He said that the Texas KGC 
leader Ben McCulloch would lead the assault. Rumors separately circu-
lated that Ben McCulloch was encamped in northern Virginia with a force 
of five hundred Texas Rangers who would sweep into Washington and 
prevent Lincoln’s March 4 inauguration.16

 The Texas senator (and KGC sympathizer) Louis Wigfall, who spear-
headed the January 5 caucus of southern senators calling for the formation  
of an independent southern confederacy, remained in the U.S. Senate until 
late February 1861. His purpose was to spy for his native South Carolina 
and prevent the Buchanan administration from responding to the seces-
sion crisis. Wigfall also helped convert the Breckinridge and Lane Clubs in 
Baltimore and Washington City into paramilitary organizations that could 
assist in a takeover.17
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 The militancy of the District’s National Volunteers further increased 
following a meeting on January 10, 1861, attended by several hundred 
at Harmony Hall in Washington City. At the meeting, resolutions were 
passed advocating the secession of the District. A committee headed by 
Dr. Cornelius Boyle and the KGC chief L. Q. Washington had drafted the 
resolutions, and both men delivered speeches in favor of adopting them. 
The preamble to the resolutions proclaimed that if Virginia and Maryland 
were to secede, the City of Washington should be allowed to go with them 
and “would naturally be the seat of government for a new confederacy.” 
The resolutions then provocatively declared “that we will stand by and 
defend the south” and that “in event of the withdrawal of Maryland and 
Virginia from the Union, [we will act] in such manner as shall best secure 
ourselves and those States from the evils of a foreign and hostile govern-
ment [i.e., the United States] within and near their borders.”18

 By January 1861, a variety of independent military companies were or-
ganized and drilling in the District of Columbia, Maryland, and Virginia 
for the purpose of aiding in the seizure of the District and the prevention of 
Lincoln’s inauguration. These companies included the National Volunteers 
as well as the National Rifles, a company of more than one hundred young 
men from the District and Baltimore under Captain Francis Schaeffer.  
Before Floyd’s resignation, the National Rifles had been issued a large sup-
ply of federal ammunition and rifles, as well as two mountain howitzers 
that were not standard issue for an infantry company. The National Rifles 
planned to participate, along with the National Volunteers, in seizing the 
District’s federal installations including the massive U.S. Treasury Depart-
ment Building that had been designated by federal authorities as their 
bastion for defense.19

 Colonel Charles Stone, an ex-army o∞cer who was appointed by General- 
in-Chief Scott as the new inspector general for the District of Columbia, 
soon got wind of the National Rifles’ and National Volunteers’ plans for 
seizing the federal installations. Stone said that assertions were made at 
the Washington meeting of the National Volunteers indicating that there 
were “1500 men who could be depended on to take the city,” and that they 
had been promised arms from Virginia’s former governor, Henry Wise, 
through his son-in-law, Dr. Alexander Y. P. Garnett. Stone quickly as-
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signed detectives who infiltrated the District’s existing militia companies 
and set about organizing new, loyal ones.20

 When National Rifles’ Captain Schaeffer stopped by Stone’s o∞ce to 
obtain his previously granted commission as a major, Stone insisted that 
Schaeffer first take a loyalty oath, which Schaeffer refused to do. Stone 
then stripped Schaeffer of all rank, which resulted in Schaeffer’s resigna-
tion as well as that of the prosecession members of his National Rifles 
company. Dr. Boyle of the National Volunteers also stopped in to request 
federal arms. In reply, Stone insisted on a muster roll containing the 
names of the one hundred–plus members of the District’s Volunteers. Dr. 
Boyle came back and presented it, but Stone refused to provide the weap-
ons and kept the muster roll for further investigation. Boyle’s National Vol-
unteers company soon dispersed and left for Alexandria, Virginia, where 
Boyle was commissioned as a major in the Virginia Volunteers during late 
April 1861.21 The KGC’s plot for the seizure of the District’s federal instal-
lations had been foiled by Stone’s decisive action.
 Meanwhile, President-elect Lincoln continued to receive death threats 
while at his home in Springfield, Illinois. An example is the January 18, 
1861, letter from R. A. Hunt, a purported “friend” from Lynchburg, Vir-
ginia. Hunt warned Lincoln that he had overheard several persons vowing, 
“If you ever did take the President Chair that they would go to Washing-
ton City expressly to kill you.” A secessionist paper in the KGC hotbed 
of Atlanta confidently predicted, “The South will never permit Abraham 
Lincoln to be inaugurated President of the United States, this is a settled 
and a sealed fact.”22 Judge Handy, a commissioner sent by Mississippi, 
told Maryland’s Governor Hicks that “Mr. Lincoln and Mr. Hamlin would 
never be installed into o∞ce,” and Jacob Thompson, Buchanan’s pro-
South secretary of the interior, confided that southern-rights advocates 
had talked about overriding Lincoln’s election by either Congress’s refusal 
to count the Electoral College votes or by organizing a force to prevent his 
inauguration.23 Secretary of War Joseph Holt believed that such “solemn 
utterances” by “men in high political position” could not be regarded as 
“empty bluster.”24

 Similar reported threats, which included destruction of the rail lines 
serving Baltimore and Washington, were soon brought to the attention 
of Samuel Morse Felton, the president of the Philadelphia, Wilmington, 
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and Baltimore Railroad (PWBRR). Felton became convinced from his own 
sources “that there was an extensive and organized conspiracy through the 
South” to capture Washington, “destroy all avenues of communication,” and  
prevent Lincoln’s inauguration. Felton retained the noted Chicago detec-
tive agency headed by Allan Pinkerton, a former sheriff who was originally 
from Scotland. On February 3, 1861, Pinkerton and four agents arrived in 
Maryland with the mission to unearth and trail suspected conspirators. 
Unbeknownst to Felton and Pinkerton, General-in-Chief Scott and Sena-
tor William Seward separately enlisted the help of New York City police 
superintendent John Kennedy, who also dispatched detectives to Balti-
more to delve into the threats.25

 The reports of threats also resulted in the appointment of a select com-
mittee of five U.S. congressmen to “inquire whether any secret organization  
hostile to the Government of the United States exists in the District of Co-
lumbia; and if so, whether any o∞cial or employe of the city of Washing-
ton, or any employes or o∞cers of the Federal government, in the executive 
or judicial departments, are members thereof.” William Howard, a Repub-
lican congressman from Michigan, chaired the select committee, which 
was comprised of two Republicans and three Democrats. Committee 
member Lawrence O’Bryan Branch, a states’-rights Democrat from North 
Carolina (who would soon leave Congress to join the Confederate army), 
did his best to impede Howard’s investigation and railed against General-
in-Chief Scott’s ongoing buildup of federal troops around Washington.26

 Beginning on January 29, the select committee heard testimony from 
twenty-four witnesses over a two-week period, including General-in-Chief 
Winfield Scott, Maryland governor Thomas Hicks, former Maryland gov-
ernor Enoch Lowe, and various municipal and military o∞cials. Also 
called to testify were several parties who would turn out to be actually 
involved in the conspiracy such as KGC Captain Cypriano Ferrandini, the 
Italian barber known to be handy with a stiletto, and Otis K. Hilliard, a 
twenty-eight-year-old New York native and soldier of fortune who, for the 
last two years, had been traveling throughout the South.27 Hilliard testified 
that sixty companies of the National Volunteers were drilling in Baltimore. 
Ferrandini said their purpose was to prevent northern militia or volun-
teer companies from passing through Maryland and coercing the South. 
Hilliard would later admit to Pinkerton’s agent that the conspirators had 
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sworn a solemn oath not to divulge “the object nor the nature of our orga-
nization” to the committee.28

 The committee’s final February 15 report (not joined in by Lawrence 
Branch) says that the two weeks of testimony showed disaffected persons, 
at least informally, consulted on “resistance to the counting of the ballots, 
to the inauguration of Lincoln, the seizure of the Capitol and the District 
of Columbia.” It notes, however, that if any such plots were entertained by 
an organization, it “seems to have been rendered contingent upon the se-
cession of Maryland, Virginia, or both.” The report ambiguously concludes 
that while political clubs in the District as well as Maryland have assumed 
the character of military organizations, “there is no proof that they intend 
to attack the Capitol or the District, unless the surrender should be de-
manded by a State to which they possess a higher degree of allegiance.”29

 On February 11, Abraham Lincoln left his hometown of Springfield,  
Illinois, on a twelve-day whistle-stop train excursion. Planned by Lincoln’s 
handlers, the trip was to traverse the intervening northern states and then 
end up in the District of Columbia before Lincoln’s March 4 inauguration. 
At the Springfield train station, Lincoln wistfully told his longtime friends: 
“I now leave, not knowing when, or whether ever, I may return, with a task 
before me greater than that which rested upon Washington.”30

 Before embarking, Lincoln had told his Republican allies in Congress to 
resist Kentucky senator John Crittenden’s compromise proposal regarding 
slavery extension, in part because it contained an “after acquired clause” 
that would permit slave ownership in any new territories acquired south 
of the former Missouri Compromise line. He wrote Congressman Elihu B.  
Washburne that compromise on slavery extension will “immediately [re-
commence] filibustering.” He similarly told his incoming secretary of 
state, William Seward, that such a compromise would “put us again on 
the high road to a slave empire,” and informed Buchanan’s emissary that it 
would lead to constant demands by the South for territorial acquisition of 
Mexico, the Caribbean, and Central America.31

 Lincoln’s first overnight stop was at Indianapolis, where massive 
crowds, headed by Indiana’s Republican governor, Oliver Morton, greeted 
him. In Lincoln’s speech at the downtown Bates Hotel, he drew the dis-
tinction that he would soon use in his inaugural address between “coer-
cion”—such as “the marching of an army into South Carolina without the 
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consent of her people”—and noncoercive “responses of the Government 
to state secession such as holding or retaking its own forts or collecting 
duties on foreign imports.” While the heavily Republican crowd cheered 
his position, Kentucky’s prosouthern Louisville Courier said Lincoln’s re-
marks foreshadowed civil war and the triumph of the radical wing of the 
Republican Party.32

 Meanwhile, the Pinkerton operative Charles D. C. Williams issued a 
February 12 report from Baltimore saying he had learned of a vile con-
spiracy by which the participants were proposing to “blow up the Capitol 
on the day the Votes were counted [February 13], and then blow up the 
Customs House and Post O∞ce” [in Baltimore]. His contact told him that 
a group was meeting secretly every night at the Eutaw House, which was 
headed by “a d—d white-headed son of a b—, a Lawyer, named Mc—, [i.e., 
Maryland KGC leader John V. L. McMahon] who goes to Washington ev-
ery day to bring news back to the conclave.”33

 Back on Lincoln’s whistle-stop tour, the train next appeared in Cincin-
nati—the second overnight stop on his journey—where George Bickley had 
established the first KGC castles. From the balcony of the Cincinnati’s Bur-
nett House, Lincoln made an appeal to the Border State Kentuckians in 
the audience, promising “to leave you alone, and in no way interfere with 
your institution.”34 Before leaving Cincinnati on February 13, Lincoln’s  
primary handler, Norman Judd, received a visit from one of Pinkerton’s 
agents warning of trouble in Baltimore. For the time being, Judd decided 
not to pass the information on to Lincoln.35 As Lincoln’s train prepared to 
leave Cincinnati, a railway attendant spotted a small carpetbag under Lin-
coln’s seat in the president’s car. Upon opening it, he discovered a grenade, 
set to explode within fifteen minutes, with a force su∞cient to kill every-
one in the car. The bag was carefully removed and the grenade disposed 
of; the perpetrator was never identified.36

 As the February 13 Electoral College vote count approached, rumors 
continued to percolate that a mob would rush the Senate Chamber, and 
that Ben McCulloch was preparing to swoop in with his Texans to install 
Breckinridge as president. Washington’s hotel rooms were filled with out-
of-towners—Louis Wigfall said this was in order to “have our friends on 
the ground in case of an emergency.”37 Given his knowledge of the KGC’s 
clandestine plot as well as intelligence garnered from the National Vol-
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unteers’ meetings, General-in-Chief Scott gave a great deal of credence to 
these threats. He dispatched seven companies of regular U.S. Army troops 
from Fort Monroe and other nearby locations, with twenty-four pieces of 
artillery. With Scott’s troops guarding the Capitol as well as other govern-
ment buildings, the vote count—supervised by Vice President John Breck-
inridge—went off without a hitch. For Scott’s preparedness, southerners, 
such as Virginia congressman Daniel De Janette, castigated him as draw-
ing his sword against his native state of Virginia.38

 While all this was taking place, Lincoln continued on his rail tour to 
nine other northern cities. While the president-elect was speaking at New 
York’s statehouse on February 18, John Wilkes Booth was appearing in the 
Apostate at Albany’s downtown Gayety Theatre. The Gayety’s management 
had recently reprimanded Booth for his disloyal prosecession outbursts, 
perhaps fueled by Lincoln’s concurrent visit or Mayor Fernando Wood’s 
proposal for the secession of New York City. Since appearing in Columbus, 
Georgia, and Montgomery, Alabama, in the fall of 1860 (both cities had 
active KGC castles), Booth had become “very strongly Southern.” While 
in Montgomery, Booth likely heard William Yancey’s prosecession speech 
on October 23, 1860. Upon returning to Philadelphia, Booth drafted his 
own speech calling on northerners to accommodate slavery and southern 
rights.39

 In the meantime, Pinkerton ingratiated himself with the Baltimore 
stockbroker James Luckett, who had been elected as a commissioner to 
the informal prosecession convention that was to take place in Baltimore 
on February 18. Luckett said he received regular reports from Cypriano 
Ferrandini about a “secret organization” that “was powerful enough to bid 
defiance to Lincoln and his Abolitionist Crew” and would prevent northern 
troops from passing through Maryland to the capital. Luckett further con-
fided to Pinkerton on February 15 that Captain Ferrandini was leading the 
group that planned to assassinate Lincoln (although Louis Wigfall later 
said that the KGC leader William Byrne served as the overall captain).40

 On the evening of February 15, Luckett introduced Pinkerton to Ferran-
dini, who claimed during their conversation that murder was justifiable 
to save the rights of the southern people. Captain William H. H. Turner, 
a clerk of the Baltimore Circuit Court, was also present and accompanied 
Ferrandini to the secret meeting. The fifteen or so plotters at the meeting 
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drew straws to see who would be the one to plunge the knife into the hated 
“Black Republican” president-elect. Pinkerton’s agent in Harford County 
said that he had learned there were “One Thousand men well organized” in 
Baltimore, ready to back them up. The Perryville militiamen that Pinker-
ton’s detective befriended included Captain Keen, who was a member of  
the Spesutia Rangers reporting to KGC Colonel Robert H. Archer.41

 Allan Pinkerton, who had infiltrated the ring of conspirators, sus-
pected that Baltimore’s police commissioner, George Marshall Kane, 
was involved, due to his observed familiarity with “rabid Secessionates.” 
Pinkerton had overheard Kane at Barnum’s Hotel implying that he would 
not provide the Lincoln party with a police escort and that the Baltimore 
police would not interfere with the conspirators.42 Kane had been a grain 
and grocery merchant who ran for chief of police as a reform candidate. 
He also served as a colonel of the Baltimore City Guard, the same militia 
unit in which Ferrandini served as a captain.43 In June 1861, Kane would 
be arrested and locked up by Union military authorities for his “notori-
ously deep sympathy with the rebels.” At the time of his arrest, an arsenal 
of weapons was discovered.44

 Once Lincoln’s whistle-stop excursion reached Philadelphia, he was 
informed by two separate sources that a verified plot to assassinate him 
was being planned by a band of conspirators linked to the Knights of the 
Golden Circle. On Thursday night, February 21, Pinkerton finally met 
with Lincoln and told him that a militant group of fifteen to fifty men, led 
by extremists such as Ferrandini, planned to overpower his carriage as it 
passed through Baltimore and assassinate him. Pinkerton said that dedi-
cated paramilitary groups outside Baltimore would simultaneously blow 
up the railroad bridges and cut off communication. Pinkerton strongly 
recommended that Lincoln secretly head to Washington City according to 
the alternative itinerary that Samuel Felton, the president of the Philadel-
phia, Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad, had worked out .45

 Later that night, Frederick Seward, the son of Lincoln’s designated sec-
retary of state, handed the president-elect messages from Seward’s father 
and General-in-Chief Scott. These messages warned that about fifteen 
thousand men were organized to prevent Lincoln’s passage through Bal-
timore and that arrangements had been made to blow up the railroad on 
which he was traveling. Scott had received his information from the New 
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York police detectives dispatched by Commissioner Kennedy, a source 
separate from Pinkerton. Scott was so concerned about the plot that he 
was ready to send U.S. troops to Baltimore if Lincoln didn’t change his 
plans. After hearing this corroborating report, Lincoln reluctantly agreed 
to Felton’s clandestine itinerary, although he insisted on keeping his com-
mitments in Harrisburg.46

 On Friday, February 22, Lincoln spoke to Pennsylvania’s legislature in 
Harrisburg, but the reception planned for that evening was called off. The 
telegraph lines from Harrisburg to Baltimore were temporarily discon-
nected, and Lincoln sped back to Philadelphia in a special one-car train. 
There, Lincoln donned an old overcoat and soft felt hat and boarded the 
last sleeping car of the PWBRR’s night train to Baltimore accompanied 
only by his heavily armed bodyguard, Ward Hill Lamon, and Pinkerton. 
Lincoln’s sleeping car was pulled into Baltimore’s Camden Station at 3:30 
a.m., Saturday morning, February 23, without incident. Lincoln then 
boarded the B&O train and arrived at the Washington station at 6:00 a.m. 
When southern newspapers found out about Lincoln’s subterfuge, they 
lambasted him for being a coward.47

 The KGC’s plot to assassinate Lincoln was subverted by Lincoln’s clan-
destine passage through Baltimore. The plot to seize the District of Co-
lumbia was similarly foiled by General Scott’s timely military buildup, 
coupled with the inability of Virginians and Marylanders to push through 
secession. But the KGC would continue to try to strike an audacious blow 
on behalf of the South. Events were quickly coming to a head in Texas, 
where the KGC was spearheading the drive for secession and the capitula-
tion of the 2,500-man U.S. Army stationed along the Texas and western 
frontier.



Archer (Robert Harris) KGC commission: Knights’ colonel and militia leader from Harford 

County, Maryland, who recruited Marylanders for South Carolina in early 1861. Served 

under brother, who was a brigadier general, during the Civil War. On April 24, 1865, Ar-

cher was captured in a rowboat on the Potomac possibly intending to assist in John Wilkes 

Booth’s escape. Courtesy of the Historical Society of Hartford County, Inc., 143 N. Main 

St., Bel Air, MD, 21014.



Ben McCulloch. Noted Texas Ranger and U.S. marshal who served as KGC emissary. 

Headed the 1,100-man KGC Army that forced the capitulation of the 2,500 U.S. Army 

soldiers stationed along the Texas frontier in February 1861. Later became a Confederate 

brigadier general.



George W. L. Bickley. Founder and general-in-chief of the Knights until stripped of control 

over the KGC Army at the society’s May 1860 convention. Continued as head of KGC’s 

political arm and subsequently served as KGC recruiter in Texas and Kentucky. Courtesy 

of Special Collections, Fine Arts Library, Harvard University.



Engraving from 1865 alleging KGC was behind Lincoln assassination. George Bickley, as 

the head of the Knights, is labeled “Theory,” John Wilkes Booth, with a dagger behind his 

back, is labeled “Practice,” and Abraham Lincoln is shown as “Martyr President.”



John Wilkes Booth. After joining the KGC in Richmond around 1859, subsequently became 

Knights’ leader relying on members to assist in smuggling activities during the Civil War. A 

curious number of Knights were connected with 1865 plots to abduct Lincoln.



Elkanah Bracken Greer. Powerful grand marshall of Knights’ regiments in Texas and Arkan-

sas. Pushed for Mexican intervention and tendered two KGC regiments to South Carolina.  

Served as colonel of the Confederacy’s Third Texas Cavalry with many KGC recruits. Cour-

tesy Smith County Historical Society.

Paul Jones Semmes. Militia leader from Columbus, Georgia, who was appointed KGC 

brigadier general at the May 1860 convention in Raleigh. Commissioned by Georgia’s gov-

ernor to purchase arms, then commanded Second Georgia Infantry. Courtesy of the House 

Divided Project at Dickinson College.



Virginius Despeaux Groner. Militia leader and former Texas Ranger who headed KGC in 

Virginia. Spearheaded the aborted January 1861 plot to seize Fortress Monroe and then 

became one of first commissioned Confederate officers, rising to colonel of the 61st Virginia 

Infantry Regiment. Courtesy The Library of Virginia.

Cypriano Ferrandini. Baltimore barber who served as militia drillmaster and captain in 

the Knights. Reputedly head of cabal that planned to assassinate Lincoln as the president 

passed through Baltimore in February 1861.



Richmond Grays at Harpers Ferry. Members of Richmond Grays militia company went to 

Harpers Ferry in November 1859 to insure execution of radical abolitionist John Brown. 

John Wilkes Booth (possibly at top right of photograph) tagged along. Courtesy Virginia 

Historical Society.



Robert Charles Tyler. Former Walker filibusterer who became KGC regimental commander 

in Baltimore. Enlisted in 15th Tennessee Infantry at the beginning of Civil War and rose 

to brigadier general. Described as “one of the bravest men I ever saw.” Courtesy Virginia 

Historical Society.



Louis T. Wigfall. Knights sympathizer who became U.S. senator from Texas. Recruited 

Marylanders for South Carolina and accepted initial surrender of Fort Sumter. Com-

manded Texas Brigade and became member of Confederate Congress.



Henry Alexander Wise. Former Virginia governor and KGC sympathizer who participated 

with Virginius Groner in a plot to seize Fortress Monroe. He subsequently headed the 

southern rights faction in Virginia’s convention and helped precipitate Virginia’s secession 

in April 1861.



George Washington Chilton. Headed the Texas Knights after February 1861. As member 

of Texas secession convention, he demanded that Sam Houston resign. Recruited KGC for 

Confederate Army, then served under Elkanah Greer in the Third Texas Cavalry and later 

in Duff ’s Partisan Rangers. Courtesy DeGolyer Library, Southern Methodist University, 

Dallas, Texas, Ag2088.0005.
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RUSTLING TEXAS OUT OF THE UNION

A core group of committed secessionists convened in the Austin 
o∞ce of Attorney General George Flournoy in late November 1860 
to come up with a way to precipitate Texas’s secession from the 

Union. John S. Ford, a KGC colonel and Texas Ranger commander, was 
one of the ringleaders. Ford had recently arrived in Austin, and he im-
mediately began agitating and speaking out boldly in favor of secession. 
Oran Milo Roberts, a politically active Texas Supreme Court justice, also 
assumed a key role at the meeting. Roberts was from Tyler, the home of 
soon-to-be KGC grand marshall George Chilton, who was likely involved 
behind the scenes.1 This core group proceeded to issue a citizens’ call (on 
its own authority) for the early January selection of delegates to a state 
constitutional convention for the consideration of Texas’s secession. The 
convention would be held in Austin on January 28.2

 In support of the call, KGC member Thomas Green, a Texas Supreme 
Court clerk, helped the core group to rapidly organize a meeting at the 
Travis County Courthouse, attended by more than two hundred secession 
sympathizers. The call was simultaneously sent to Waco, Houston, and 
other Texas cities, where it was published by southern-rights newspa-
pers, and similar meetings were held to endorse the proposed extralegal 
program. The call appeared in the Austin State Gazette on December 8, 
signed by seventy-two citizens.3 According to the Unionist Charles Ander-
son, a majority of the signers of the call were clerks in Austin, and all were 
Knights of the Golden Circle.4
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 Knights had played a key role in the events leading up to the call. The 
KGC leader Ben McCulloch, who was meeting with members of the South 
Carolina legislature in October 1860, had written his Texas southern-
rights contacts, urging the convening of a convention. McCulloch said 
that if Governor Houston won’t convene a convention, “there ought to be 
a primary meeting in every [Texas] county of the state calling for a con-
vention.”5 From Washington City, KGC sympathizer Senator Louis Wigfall 
similarly wrote that “all hope of compromise was exhausted” and urged 
Texans to secede.6

 The estimated eight thousand Knights in Texas played an equally in-
strumental role in applying the political pressure and strong-arm tactics 
needed to precipitate Texas’s secession. KGC operatives orchestrated many 
of the mass prosecession meetings and torchlight parades held throughout 
Texas during late November and early December. In Austin, John Ford 
spoke fervently from platforms draped with the Lone Star flag and helped 
break up meetings called by Unionists.7 In Tyler, Knights George Chil-
ton and John C. Robertson, a Harvard-trained lawyer, engaged in similar 
prosecession agitation, while the KGC leader John A. Wilcox led a meeting 
orchestrated by the Knights at San Antonio.8 In Galveston, Congressman 
Guy Bryan churned out propaganda that urged Texans in other areas to 
select a slate of delegates. Judge Roberts embarked on a related trip across 
East Texas in support of the secessionists’ program.9 U.S. Army Major 
John Sprague, who was then serving in the Lone Star State, said that the 
“display of force, and the harmony and secrecy” provided by Texas’s eight 
thousand Knights “hold in subjugation the sentiment and conduct of the 
entire population of the State.”10

 The call recommended the election (to take place on January 8, 1861) of 
two delegates from each Texas county or district. The call suggested that the 
chief justice of each county should order the election. Failing that, it rec-
ommended that the county commissioners or a committee of five citizens 
order the election.11 Despite the call’s recommended procedures, many del-
egates were both nominated and selected at public meetings such as those 
held in the KGC hotbeds of Harrison and Gonzales Counties. In Galveston, 
three delegates were o∞cially nominated at a mid-December public meet-
ing, where secession leaders intimidated Unionists by patting their revolv-
ers and warning that there would be no abolitionist speeches allowed.12
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 A number of counties held elections in advance of the specified Janu-
ary 8 date. James Newcomb, the pro-Union editor of the Alamo Express, 
reported that where the local justices failed to call an election, the polls 
were opened by the KGC. Newcomb said that the people looked upon the 
informal and illegal election as a “farce” and that many Unionists simply 
didn’t vote. Nevertheless, delegates were selected in some fashion in 92 of 
Texas’s 122 counties.13

 Despite KGC intimidation, Texas’s sixty-eight-year-old governor, Sam 
Houston, tried to stem the prosecession tide by calling the Texas legis-
lature into secession. In December, the aged warhorse again took to the 
stump and made a series of pro-Unionist speeches at various Texas cities.  
When Houston showed up at Galveston, his friends urged him not to 
speak, for fear of his personal safety. Instead, Houston boldly appeared on 
the balcony of the Tremont House and, with his deep basso voice, solemnly 
warned his listeners:

 You may, after the sacrifice of countless millions of treasure and hundreds 

of thousands of precious lives, as a bare possibility, win Southern indepen-

dence; if God be not against you; but I doubt it. I tell you that . . . the North 

is determined to preserve this Union. They are not a fiery, impulsive people 

as you are, for they live in colder climates. But when they begin to move in 

a given direction, where great interests are involved, . . . they move with the 

steady momentum and perseverance of a mighty avalanche; and what I fear 

is, they will overwhelm the South with ignoble defeat.14

On December 17, Houston partially acceded to the prosecession jugger-
naut and issued a call for the Texas legislature to convene in special session 
on January 21, 1861. He still hoped to waylay the convention, however, by 
gaining support for a general convention of southern states to demand 
their rights within the Union.15

 In the January 8 vote for convention delegates, KGC leader George 
Chilton was selected by Smith County. John Ford was selected to represent 
Cameron County (which encompassed Brownsville, along the Mexican 
border), even though Ford didn’t o∞cially reside there.16 At least 11 of the 
177 delegates elected to the secession convention were known or suspected 
members of the Knights of the Golden Circle. In addition, a number of 
further delegates were KGC sympathizers and a majority of delegates (93, 
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or 53 percent) came from counties where the KGC was known to have ac-
tive castles.17

 When the Texas legislature convened on January 21, Sam Houston 
urged its support for a general convention of southern states to demand 
their rights within the Union. But many of the legislators had been elected 
in 1859, and were of the radical southern-rights variety, as compared to 
Houston, who had run on an independent “Opposition” ticket. KGC sym-
pathizer M. D. K [Marion Dekalb] Taylor was Speaker of the Texas House 
of Representatives, and sixty Knights reportedly served in the Texas leg-
islature.18 The Texas legislature quickly squelched Houston’s plan for a 
general southern convention and validated the extralegal selection of del-
egates for the Texas secession convention. The legislature did accept one 
Houston suggestion, however: that the people of Texas should, through a 
popular referendum, have the right to ratify or reject any convention ac-
tion to separate Texas from the Union.19

 Houston also sent a confidential messenger to warn seventy-year-old 
General David Twiggs about the possibility of a mob attack to seize the 
U.S. Army’s substantial equipment and government stores held at its west-
ern headquarters in San Antonio. Twiggs had arrived in Texas on Decem-
ber 1, 1860, to command the 2,500-man military Department of Texas. 
Given Twiggs’s strong sympathies toward his native state of Georgia, he 
was suspected by Unionists of being in league with Texas’s secessionists. 
Unionists also believed that the “Buffalo Hunt,” organized near San Anto-
nio in December 1860 by Texas Ranger Captain and KGC member John 
Baylor was merely a pretense for Baylor’s one-thousand-man force to try 
to capture the U.S. Army’s arms, munitions, and equipment. Houston 
asked General Twiggs whether he wanted to turn the U.S. government 
property at San Antonio over to the State of Texas for safekeeping. Twiggs 
declined, saying he was without instruction from Washington as to what 
he should do.20

 While a KGC connection is apparent for 11 of the 177 delegates to the 
January 28 secession convention, it is probable that other delegates were 
members or sympathizers with the secret society.21 As a committed core 
of secession proponents, the Knights would play a significant role in the 
outcome of the convention as well as its appointed “Committee of Public 
Safety.” The convention was primarily composed of lawyers (40 percent) 



117

rustling texas out of the union

and farmers/planters (35 percent), although most of the older and wealth-
iest planters were not directly involved. More than 90 percent of the del-
egates had been born in the South, and almost 72 percent owned slaves.22

 From the KGC’s standpoint, one of the key occurrences was the con-
vention’s first o∞cial act—the election of Texas Supreme Court judge 
Oran Roberts, from Tyler, as the president of the convention. Roberts, the 
brother-in-law of soon-to-be KGC grand marshall George Chilton, had 
been one of the earliest and most fervent prosecession advocates. John 
Ford was instrumental in the selection of Roberts, who then reciprocated 
by selecting Ford to the convention’s all-powerful “Committee of Public 
Safety.”23

 The direction of the convention was clear on its second day, when the 
Brazoria County delegate, John Wharton, offered a resolution to declare 
Texas’s independence from the United States, with the details to be worked 
out later. Texas attorney general George Flournoy immediately moved for 
a vote, and without debate, the convention voted 152 to 6 in favor of seces-
sion. John McQueen of South Carolina and General John Sanford of Geor-
gia soon arrived as commissioners for their respective states to urge Texas’s 
secession; both subsequently addressed the convention and complimented 
the convention on its quick, enlightened action.24

 On the third day, Convention president Roberts appointed fifteen mem-
bers to the Committee of Public Safety, which would emerge as one of the 
most powerful entities in the history of Texas. In addition to John Ford 
and John Robertson, other KGC-a∞liated members appointed to the com-
mittee included Phillip Nolan Luckett, a surgeon who had served in the 
Texas Rangers under Ford, and John A. Wilcox, who had previously been 
a Mexican War colonel and U.S. congressman.25

 On January 30, Thomas Jefferson Chambers, the chairman of the 
“Committee of Federal Relations,” submitted the secession ordinance pro-
posed by his committee to the convention. The proposed ordinance as-
serted that the federal Union was merely a compact between the states, 
and claimed that the power of the federal government was now being used 
as “a weapon with which to strike down the interests and prosperity of the 
Southern people.” It therefore proclaimed that “all powers delegated by 
Texas to the federal government are revoked and resumed” and that Texas 
is now “a separate sovereign state.”26
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 A serious debate did erupt over the issue of whether to submit the con-
vention’s decision on secession to a popular vote (included as “Section 2” 
of the proposed ordinance). This consumed most of the convention’s secret 
sessions of January 30 and 31. On the evening of January 31, a letter ar-
rived from Governor Sam Houston with the veiled threat that “when the 
voice of the people of Texas has been declared through the ballot box, no 
citizen will be more ready to yield obedience . . . than myself.” Houston’s ca-
joling, plus the likelihood of eventual disclosure of the vote, broke the back 
of those opposing a popular referendum. The motion to strike section 2  
of the ordinance was defeated 145 to 29.27

 The convention’s final public vote on the secession ordinance took place 
on February 1. Judge Roberts invited members of the state legislature, 
prominent local citizens, and the heads of the various state departments 
to attend. He also wanted Governor Houston to be present in order to give 
the convention’s extralegal action a further cloak of legitimacy. Houston 
had previously brushed off overtures to consult on the convention’s delib-
erations, but this time Roberts sent a delegation of Houston’s friends, who 
left the governor with little alternative except to attend.28

 Upon arriving at the State Capitol on February 1, Houston was greeted 
with thunderous applause and seated at the right hand of Convention 
president Roberts. The delegates were then asked to declare their votes 
one by one. Thomas Hughes of Williamson County, a longtime Houston 
supporter, was the first to shout “No.” When his turn came, James Throck-
morton, the leader of the small antisecession minority from north Texas 
called out: “Mr. President, in view of the responsibility in the presence of 
God and my country—and unawed by the spirit of revolution around me, 
I vote no.” His declaration was greeted by hisses from the crowded gallery. 
Throckmorton then rose and replied, “Mr. President, when the rabble hiss, 
well may patriots tremble.” Only six other delegates showed themselves 
willing to incur the wrath of the hall, and the ordinance was approved by 
a vote of 166 to 8. Sam Houston left the assemblage with a dour face but 
said nothing that would show his real intentions.29

 The convention then proceeded with implementation actions. It speci-
fied the voting procedures for the February 23 public referendum—a 
simple “For [or] Against Secession.” Although the popular referendum 
had not yet occurred, the convention selected a seven-man delegation, in-
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cluding the firebrand Louis Wigfall, to represent Texas at the Provisional 
Confederate Congress being held at Montgomery. The convention also 
promulgated a statement titled “Declaration of the Causes Which Impel 
the State of Texas to Secede from the Federal Union,” drafted by a commit-
tee of five that included the KGC leader John A. Wilcox. The declaration 
blamed Texas’s secession on the North’s challenge to white supremacy, its 
fomenting of sedition and servile insurrections, the impoverishment of the 
South through biased legislation, and the election of a sectional president 
pledged to continue these wrongs to the ruin of the slaveholding South. 
The declaration also demanded that the Texas legislature surrender its 
authority and recognize the convention’s “supreme and sovereign power.” 
The legislature refused to cede its authority, but it did pass an act that 
legitimized the outcome of the convention and a∞rmed the convention’s 
decision to submit the secession ordinance to the people.30

 Before it adjourned, the convention, in secret session, authorized the 
Committee of Public Safety to continue, and granted it the extraordinary 
power to seize any federal property within the state of Texas. The commit-
tee sent a delegation to visit Governor Sam Houston and to try to involve 
him in its plans. Houston replied that, given his oath to the Constitution of 
the United States, he could not agree to seize federal property while Texas 
remained in the Union.31

 As the campaign for the public referendum got under way, Texas 
Unionists finally spoke out and published their own “Address to the People 
of Texas.” They blamed South Carolina for the Texas convention’s “revolu-
tionary movement,” warned that Texas’s secession convention would even-
tually take over all the functions of government, and predicted that Texas’s 
secession would result in higher taxes and drive Texas’s slaves to border 
regions. The “Address” was signed on February 6 by a group of twenty-four 
that included James Throckmorton and I. [Isaiah] A. Paschal, the brother 
of former Texas judge George Paschal. A few days later, Throckmorton and 
a few others spoke publicly at Buass Hall in Austin, denouncing the con-
vention “for its usurpation of powers—its establishment of a Committee 
of espionage, styled Safety—its secret sessions, its midnight plottings, its 
attempting to establish in our midst and to carry out the Reign of Terror, 
inaugurated in parts of Texas by Vigilance Committees.”32

 Judge Roberts prepared his own address making the case for secession, 
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while Sam Houston generally remained silent in order to leave the deci-
sion up to the people. Houston did note that he believed the convention 
had exceeded its authority in sending delegates to the Confederacy. He 
believed that if Texas were to secede, it should resume its prior status as 
an independent republic.33

 But then, the Committee of Public Safety learned that U.S. Colonel 
Charles Waite, an ardent Unionist, had been ordered to replace General 
Twiggs as the commander of the U.S. Army’s Department of Texas in San 
Antonio. Waite, who was commanding U.S. troops at Camp Verde in 
Texas, had written Twiggs on February 12, recommending that Waite con-
solidate his men with those in San Antonio. Waite had heard that Texas 
state authorities intended to force the U.S. Army to leave and would strip 
the departing troops of their arms. He warned that this “would lead to the 
most disastrous consequences” since his men would resist.34

 General Twiggs recognized the dilemma he was facing. If he aban-
doned federal property, he would be branded a traitor and could be court- 
martialed. But if he didn’t, he would face Texas state forces, with whom he 
was in sympathy, especially now that Twiggs’s native Georgia had seceded. 
Twiggs had written a series of letters to General-in-Chief Winfield Scott 
asking to be relieved of his command. He told Scott that he would not fire 
on Texas citizens and pleaded for instructions as to what he should do 
when Texas secedes. The only guidance Twiggs received was in Scott’s letter  
of December 28, 1860, telling Twiggs to protect government property 
without waging war or acting offensively. Meanwhile, Newcomb’s Alamo 
Express accused Twiggs of being in league with the KGC and conspiring 
to hand Texas over to the secessionists.35

 Pursuant to the convention’s resolution, the Committee of Public Safety 
selected a subcommittee of three, including reputed KGC member Philip 
Luckett, to go to San Antonio and negotiate with Twiggs for the surren-
der of the federal forts and property. By this time, news had arrived that 
federal forts and arsenals were being seized throughout the Cotton States. 
The Texas convention had secretly instructed the Committee of Public 
Safety to avoid wounding the pride of Twiggs and his men, but to remind 
Twiggs that federal troops had been stationed in Texas to provide protec-
tion and not for the subjugation of its people. On February 3, the commit-
tee also appointed KGC leader Ben McCulloch, noted Texas Ranger and 
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U.S. marshall for East Texas, to raise a body of volunteers in case a display 
of force became necessary.36

 The negotiations between General Twiggs and the subcommittee of 
three commenced on February 6. Twiggs generally indicated that upon 
Texas’s final secession, he would surrender the federal property but not his 
command or weapons. During the subsequent daily negotiations, Twiggs 
assured the subcommittee that he was in favor of southern rights and that 
he did not want to bring on a civil war. Twiggs orally offered to march the 
federal forces out of Texas, but when the subcommittee asked him to put 
this in writing, he refused. He said they would have to wait until March 4,  
when Texas was expected to finally approve secession. On February 15, 
in discussing the detailed terms for surrender, the U.S. Army negotiators 
suddenly informed the subcommittee that later in the day, Colonel Waite 
was replacing General Twiggs and that they would have to hold off on fur-
ther negotiations until receiving Colonel Waite’s instructions.37

 That night, Ben McCulloch assembled a force of approximately four 
hundred volunteers at Saluda Creek, just five miles north of San Antonio. 
Most of the men came from the seven local castles of the KGC and styled 
themselves “McCulloch’s Army of the Knights of the Golden Circle.” These 
included the castles at New Branfels and Seguin to the east of San An-
tonio, Pleasanton to the south, and Castroville to the west.38 McCulloch 
headed toward San Antonio, ordering his men to dismount and march 
the last three miles, so as not to disturb the sleeping 160-man U.S. army 
garrison at the Alamo. For identification, each of McCulloch’s men wore a 
red states’-rights insignia sewed on their otherwise diverse coats or shirts. 
According to R. H. Williams, a Knight who was there, the two companies 
of U.S. troops could have easily defended with artillery, since McCulloch’s 
men had none. Instead, McCulloch’s advancing force didn’t even encoun-
ter a picket guard and were able to occupy a commanding position on the 
flat roofs of the surrounding houses.39

 When McCulloch’s KGC “Army” reached town before sunrise on Febru-
ary 16, they were joined by men from at least two of San Antonio’s four 
KGC castles—the Charles Bickley Castle, under former Walker filibuster 
Trevanion Teel, and a castle headed by Major W. J. Clarke. Several KGC-
a∞liated militia units, the Alamo Rifles and the San Antonio Guard under 
Colonel John A. Wilcox, joined them. Inside help was provided by Knight 
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W. M. Edgar, a clerk in the U.S. Army’s Quartermaster Department (and 
head of the Alamo City Guards), who had withdrawn the sentries from 
the U.S. government stores.40 McCulloch’s force was soon further supple-
mented by Knights arriving from eight more distant counties (Gonzales, 
Guadalupe, Caldwell, Atasosa, Comal, Medina, DeWitt, and Fayette), ac-
companied by a bevy of local dignitaries. Altogether, 1,100 Texas volun-
teers participated in the San Antonio occupation, and it is estimated that 
four-fifths of them were KGC members.41

 By 7:00 a.m. on February 16, the U.S. flag was hauled down, and the 
Lone Star was raised to cheers and hurrahs. Mrs. Caroline Darrow, who 
witnessed the scene, said that early in the morning, General Twiggs him-
self came down to the plaza, where he was immediately surrounded by 
secessionists demanding the government property. Twiggs met with Mc-
Culloch and went through an initial show of refusal. But after being given 
six hours to reconsider, Twiggs surrendered all the U.S. posts and stores 
in Texas. The KGC units then assumed guard over the captured quarter-
master departments, the federal arsenal and ordinance stores, the clothing 
depot, and the commissary. Altogether, these had an estimated value of 
$1,229,500.42

 Earlier that afternoon, an unsuspecting U.S. Army Colonel Robert E. 
Lee, who had been assigned to the Department of Texas several months 
before, rode into San Antonio. Lee was shocked to see the town occupied 
by McCulloch’s men with their red insignias. McCulloch’s men told Lee of 
Twiggs’s surrender and then said he was a prisoner of war. McCulloch tried 
to convince Lee to join the Confederacy, but Lee, who opposed secession, 
said he owed his allegiance to the United States. A few weeks later, Lee 
was allowed to head to Washington, where he faced an anguished decision. 
General-in-Chief Scott offered Lee command of the United States Army, 
but Lee instead decided to resign his commission in favor of his native 
state of Virginia.43

 By the end of the day on February 16, the final surrender terms for the 
U.S. Army had been agreed upon. Colonel Waite arrived that afternoon, 
but it was too late for him to do anything about it. The two federal compa-
nies and light batteries of artillery were then allowed to march out of San 
Antonio to a camp beyond the city. James Newcomb said that as the fed-
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eral troops left, San Antonio’s Unionists “cheered the troops all along the 
streets and many followed them to the head of the San Pedro, where they 
encamped. After this scene, our city settled down into a solemn gloom.”44

 On February 18, Twiggs issued General Order No. 5, directing all thirty-
seven companies of regular U.S. Army troops in Texas to evacuate their 
posts and retreat to the Texas coast with their arms and equipment. De-
spite ordering the forcible takeover of Twiggs’s command, the Texas con-
vention’s subcommittee of three recognized that the federal troops in Texas 
had been there to provide frontier protection to its citizens and that “they 
are our friends.” The 2,681 federal troops then in Texas constituted nearly 
20 percent of the U.S. Army. The total value of the military property trans-
ferred at San Antonio and the twenty-one forts along the one-thousand-
mile frontier, was estimated at around $3 million.45 Within a few hours 
after issuing his order, Twiggs left for New Orleans, where he was soon 
commissioned as a major general in the Confederate army. Upon receiv-
ing the news of the surrender, the Dallas Herald exulted, “Hurrah for the 
noble band of K’sGC who in the hour of need, prooved [sic] themselves so 
prompt in striking for the rights of the South!”46

 Efforts were made to convince the U.S. Army o∞cers, and particularly 
the native southerners, to defect with their evacuating troops to the Con-
federacy. Only six of the federal o∞cers under Twiggs did so. In his report 
a few days after the takeover, Ben McCulloch expressed his disappoint-
ment to U.S. senator Louis Wigfall and U.S. congressman John Reagan 
that few U.S. o∞cers would defect, even though many of the southerners 
said they would resign rather than serve under Lincoln. McCulloch dis-
agreed with Twiggs’s order allowing the evacuating U.S. troops to keep 
their arms, and he urged that “if Virginia secedes, to go at once to her and 
get, if possible, those Morse guns that are at Harpers Ferry.”47

 After the takeover, the Public Safety Commission divided Texas into 
three military districts. The colonel heading each district was a leader of 
the KGC. Ben McCulloch assumed command of Texas state units for the 
middle district, his brother Henry McCulloch for the northwest district, 
and John Ford for the Rio Grande district. Each then proceeded to lead 
their respective units (containing and/or supplemented by KGC volun-
teers) in forcing the surrender and reoccupation of the U.S. government’s 
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twenty-one far-flung outposts on the Texas frontier. Again, KGC volun-
teers were prevalent among the Texas forces, with KGC Captain John Wil-
cox and his Alamo Rifles playing a leading role.48

 The KGC held their state convention in San Antonio on February 22, 
1861, in the aftermath of the U.S. Army’s capitulation. The day before, the 
local KGC castles had taken out an ad in the San Antonio Herald, holding 
up George Newcomb and his Alamo Express to “the contempt and execra-
tion of all true southern men.”49 At the KGC convention, George Chilton 
was elected “Grand Marshall of the Texas Division,” with Elkanah Greer 
now becoming “General of the Eastern Texas Brigade.” John Ford was 
elected general for the Texas KGC’s middle brigade and John Wilcox for 
its western brigade. James Vance, from a prominent San Antonio banking 
and hotel family, was elected treasurer, while V. W. Thompson, the editor 
of the La Grange States Right Democrat, was appointed as the KGC’s state 
printer. The Texas KGC, with eight thousand Knights, was said to be in a 
flourishing condition and containing “the best and brightest of Southern 
soldiers.”50

 Perhaps fearing a backlash from Houston’s supporters, the KGC con-
ventioneers were warned to prepare for impending danger. The conven-
tion pledged its resources to the State of Texas in the event of turmoil. The 
convention also entertained a resolution to warn foreign countries, like 
Britain and France, that the Knights regarded Mexico as their personal 
province and to stay out.51 The Daily Ledger and Texan reported that the 
Knights had divined Governor Houston’s intention to use federal forces to 
put down the rebellion, but the risk of a collision had been averted by the 
Committee of Public Safety’s decision to avail itself of the KGC.52

 The KGC also played a role in obtaining the prosecession majority of 76 
percent in the popular referendum of February 23. In a number of coun-
ties, the KGC castles paraded through the streets en masse and voted as 
a group. In Waxahachie (Ellis County, south of Dallas), where Knights 
voted en masse, 203 voters favored secession out of a total of 259. In Bexar 
County (containing San Antonio), reports circulated that the KGC was 
policing polling places. James Newcomb alleged that many of the reported 
secessionist majorities in the counties were inaccurate. By this point, how-
ever, the Unionists were already facing defeat, and it is doubtful they could 
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have done anything to turn the tide of the reported 46,153 to 14,747 vote 
in favor of Texas’s secession.53

 At the resumed secession convention on March 4, Judge Roberts trium-
phantly announced: “Texas is now a free and independent state.” Knight 
John Wilcox moved that the secession convention confirm the previously 
selected seven-member delegation that included Louis Wigfall and John 
Reagan to represent Texas at the Provisional Confederate Congress in 
Montgomery. Knight Samuel A. Lockridge went along to Montgomery so 
he could relay communications back to the Texas Provisional Congress in 
Austin.54

 On March 14, KGC grand marshall George Chilton, on behalf of the 
Texas convention, visited Governor Sam Houston at the governor’s man-
sion and insisted that Houston take an oath of allegiance to the Confed-
eracy. Telling Chilton that he would reply the next day, Houston appeared 
on March 14 in the Texas House of Representatives and said that he did 
not acknowledge the authority of the convention and refused to take their 
required oath of o∞ce. Knights Thomas Cook and William Montgomery 
were then assigned to keep an eye on Houston.55

 Over the preceding weekend, Houston and his friends, including James 
Throckmorton and George Pascal, had deliberated as to what Houston 
should do. Houston informed them that the recently inaugurated Union 
president, Abraham Lincoln, had sent a letter offering Houston command 
of seventy thousand troops to resist Texas’s secession. But Houston feared 
a further lack of public support if coercion were applied. Both Throck-
morton and Pascal agreed with Houston that he should not try to resist. 
On March 18, the convention voted to elevate Ed Clark to the position of 
governor and ordered Houston to move out of the executive mansion.56

 The record shows that the KGC, through its “good old boys” network, 
played a significant role in the secession of Texas as well as the capitulation 
of the western U.S. Army. By applying coordinated local pressure through 
intimidation and militant action, the KGC was able to force the convening 
of Texas’s extralegal secession convention, influence Texas’s legislative rep-
resentatives to provide a cloak of legitimacy for the convention’s actions, 
and orchestrate the seizure of the federal forts and property in Texas. The 
San Antonio editor James Newcomb called the KGC a “powerful instru-
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ment in the hands of the conspirators” and concluded: “Through this orga-
nization the first secession convention was effected, the first armed rebels 
under Ben McCulloch were members of this order; it furnished the vigi-
lance hanging committees, and to them belong the credit of the murders 
and the arsons committed during the secession times.”57

 The KGC had rustled Texas out of the Union, and the U.S. Army out of 
the Lone Star State. Using Texas as a model, the KGC was now ready to 
spread its reach across Arkansas and Indian Territory, as well as to Califor-
nia and Oregon, where it would push for an independent Pacific republic. 
It would also spearhead the drive for secession in the pivotal Border State 
of Virginia, whose participation was essential to the nascent Confederate 
nation.
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SPREADING SECESSION

A
fter precipitating the secession of Texas and the seizure of 
its U.S. Army installations, the KGC tried to spread secession 
westward to Arkansas, Indian Territory, and the recently created 

Pacific coast states of California and Oregon. Arkansas had an 1860 popu-
lation of 435,000 (of which 110,000 were slaves). KGC castles with more 
than six hundred members existed at Little Rock, the state capital, while 
other castles were reported in the southern plantation counties around 
Camden. Bickley had previously visited Napoleon, then Arkansas’s second-
largest city, about seventy miles south of Helena on the Mississippi River, 
where KGC castles also likely existed.1 The Arkansas KGC battalion, com-
manded by Little Rock sign painter Augustus Larrantree, was part of the 
3,500-man Texas/Arkansas Knights division under Elkanah Greer, who 
had close relatives living at DeValls Bluff, Arkansas.2

 The apparent political head of the Arkansas Knights was U.S. congress-
man Thomas Hindman, a transplant from Mississippi who had served in 
the Second Mississippi Rifles during the Mexican War. After moving to 
Helena in 1854, Hindman recruited for General John Quitman’s aborted 
1854 Cuban filibustering expedition, became leader of the eastern Ar-
kansas Democrats, and purchased newspapers in Helena and Little Rock 
that frequently ran articles promoting the KGC. Hindman was a zealous 
advocate for reinstituting the African slave trade, for expanding slavery 
into Mexico and Central America, and for southern secession. During his 
1859–61 tenure as a U.S. congressman, he established a national reputa-
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tion as one of the South’s more virulent firebrands and was also one of the 
founders of the Minute Men organization in Arkansas.3

 With Hindman’s backing, Arkansas voters elected Henry Rector as gov-
ernor in August 1860 over the candidate backed by the state’s political 
machine. Rector, initially a moderate, became an ardent secession advo-
cate following Lincoln’s November 1860 election. After being subjected 
to aggressive southern-rights pressure, the Arkansas legislature passed a 
bill in mid-January 1861 calling for the people to vote on February 18 as to 
whether they wanted to call a convention to consider secession.4

 In the interim, an early February attempt was orchestrated for the 
takeover of the lightly garrisoned U.S. Army arsenal at Little Rock.5 Lead-
ing the effort were militia units from Helena (directed from Washington 
by Hindman) who were joined through a network (likely involving the 
Knights) of eclectic insurgents from Arkansas’s southern plantation coun-
ties.6 Governor Rector tried to pose as a neutral in negotiating the terms 
of surrender with the arsenal’s federal commander, but upon the capitu-
lation, Rector accompanied the two thousand insurgents to the arsenal 
grounds and made a jubilant speech.7 The strong-arm tactics backfired, 
however, as conservative citizens from northern and central Arkansas 
now saw Governor Rector as a Hindman-directed zealot and registered a 
27,412 to 17,927 vote against secession on February 18. Arkansas wouldn’t 
finally secede until May 6, 1861, nearly three months later.8

 The KGC was also active in the 5-million-acre Indian Territory to the 
west of Arkansas, where KGC Indian agents such as Robert Cowart of 
Georgia and Douglas Cooper of Mississippi (who would return in mid-
1861 as a Confederate colonel) had helped spread the secret society among 
the mixed-blood Native Americans. Knights were especially prevalent 
among the mixed-blood Cherokees, who owned more than 3,500 slaves 
in 1860. Full-blooded Cherokees generally opposed African slavery and 
formed their own secret society—the Keetowahs—to promote the tradi-
tional Cherokee ways.9

 The Confederate government formed a Bureau of Indian Affairs in 
March 1861 and sent newly appointed Brigadier General (and KGC leader) 
Ben McCulloch and lawyer Albert Pike to recruit the five civilized Indian 
tribes as allies. Arkansas governor Rector and his emissaries also tried 
to convince John Ross, chief of the twenty-three thousand Cherokees, to 
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side with the new Confederate government. Pike and McCulloch offered 
the Ross-led Cherokees extremely generous terms if they would join the 
Confederate cause.10

 The Confederates simultaneously courted the mixed-blood faction, con-
stituting about one-third of the Cherokees, by offering them weapons and 
protection if they would actively support the Confederate government. The 
mixed-blood faction was led by Stand Watie, an educated lawyer and busi-
nessman who was trying to undercut Ross and take control of the Cherokee 
nation. A serious guerilla war developed between the Watie and Keetowah 
factions that threatened to split the Cherokee nation in two. Such a divi-
sion had already occurred among the Creeks, whose predominant pro-
South faction joined the Confederacy in early March, while a splinter 
group supported Ross and his Cherokees in resisting southern pressure.11

 The wily Ross did everything possible to remain neutral. By the fall of 
1861, however, with Union forces withdrawing from the area and Watie 
nipping at his heels, Ross was finally forced to give tacit support to the 
Confederacy. This thwarted the attempts by Watie’s KGC faction to take 
control of the Cherokee Nation. In the meantime, Stand Watie was com-
missioned as a Confederate colonel. He was subsequently regaled as a hero 
for the mixed-blood Cherokees’ role in the Confederate victory at the Au-
gust 1861 Battle of Wilson’s Creek in Missouri.12

 The KGC also spread to the Pacific coast, including the recently created 
states of California and Oregon, where one-third of the population was of 
southern origin. In northern California, the KGC was especially active in 
agricultural regions such as Maryville, north of Sacramento (where mixed-
blood Cherokee John Rollin Ridge served as an editor and KGC recruiter), 
and Tulare, south of Fresno, where the mayor, sheriff, and other local 
o∞cials were reportedly Knights. In southern California, the KGC was ac-
tive in El Monte (established by a company of Texans), as well as Los An-
geles and the San Bernardino Valley.13 In 1861, San Francisco’s Unionists 
estimated “that there are upward of 16,000 ‘Knights of the Golden Circle’ 
in this State, and that they are still organizing even in the most loyal dis-
tricts.”14

 The reputed leader of the Knights in California was William Gwin, Cali-
fornia’s first U.S. senator.15 Gwin had formerly been a Tennessee medical 
doctor and then a New Orleans customs o∞cial. He moved to California 
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in 1849 and became instantly wealthy when a gold mine was discovered 
on his property. He used his wealth to promote the “Chivalry wing” of the 
state Democratic Party that placed many of its adherents in key state and 
local o∞ces. While senator, Gwin pushed for U.S. expansion to mineral-
rich areas such as Mexico. In early 1861, he predicted that the secession of 
the South was a foregone conclusion and that the Far West would follow, 
forming a separate Pacific republic.16 Other prominent leaders of the KGC 
and its Third Degree, called the Knights of the Columbian Star, included 
Beriah Brown, the editor of the San Francisco Press; C. L. Weller, a San 
Francisco politician; and John Bigler, California’s 1852–56 governor.17

 The drive to form an independent Pacific republic had been going on 
for some time, but became more active once the southern Confederacy 
came into being. States’-rights leaders in southern Oregon—known as 
“Dixie of the Northwest”—had joined with Gwinn and the Californians 
in pushing for a separate republic. Many of rural southern Oregon’s set-
tlers had come from the South, and southerners also predominated in its 
various mining camps. At the beginning of the war, Oregon’s governor and 
congressmen were states’-rights Democrats, as well as Joseph Lane, who 
served as the vice-presidential running mate for John Breckinridge. Ten 
castles of the KGC reportedly existed in southern Oregon, with a member-
ship of 2,500 out of a total state population of fifty-two thousand.18

 During early 1861, wealthy members of an oath-bound secret society of 
southern sympathizers met in San Francisco to formulate a plot to seize 
the U.S. military installations and force the establishment of an indepen-
dent Pacific republic. Each was asked to raise substantial funds in order to 
organize a fighting force of approximately eight hundred from among the 
local “ex-veterans of the Mexican war, ex-filibusters, ex-Indian fighters, all 
eager to engage in any undertaking that promised adventure and profit.”19 
The KGC and its Third Degree Knights of the Columbian Star were the 
predominant pro-South secret societies in San Francisco at this time, and 
commentators attribute the secret plot to them.20

 The conspirators’ plan was to launch a night attack to seize the lightly 
defended San Francisco federal military installations, including Fort Point, 
Fort Alcatraz, Mare Island, and the arsenal at Benicia. They would then 
move to seize the arsenal of the California militia in San Francisco. One 
of the conspirators reported: “With this abounding military equipment, 
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we proposed to organize an army of Southern sympathizers, su∞cient in 
number to beat down any armed resistance.” This army would then force 
California to declare its independence from the Union and establish a Pa-
cific republic.21

 The conspirators hoped to secretly recruit to the plot members of the 
U.S. Army’s Sixth Regiment, headquartered in San Francisco.22 They also 
hoped to enlist Albert Sidney Johnston, the newly arrived commander of 
the U.S. Army’s Sixth Regiment. Johnston was a native Kentuckian who 
helped lead the fight for Texas’s independence; he was a close friend of Jef-
ferson Davis, who described him as one of the most capable o∞cers in the 
U.S. Army.23 At an introductory meeting in mid-January 1861, Johnston 
reportedly short-circuited any talk of the seizure plot, however, by indicat-
ing at the outset: “I . . . will defend the property of the United States with 
every resource at my command.”24

 After taking o∞ce, the Lincoln administration became concerned about 
Johnston’s loyalty and sent General Edwin Sumner, a tough U.S. cavalry 
o∞cer originally from Massachusetts, to take command of the Pacific 
Department. Sumner arrived in San Francisco on April 24. He quickly 
shored up California’s defenses by removing the federal arms around San 
Francisco to the now well-guarded Alcatraz Island, brought in troops from 
posts in Oregon and Washington State, and sent a strong detachment of 
soldiers to Los Angeles.25 The drive to create a separate Pacific republic 
had been thwarted by General Sumner’s quick reaction and Johnston’s 
apparent unwillingness to betray his command.26 The supersecret Knights 
of the Columbian Star would continued to operate on the Pacific Coast 
during the Civil War.27

 On the East Coast, the KGC was instrumental in the push for secession  
and seizure of military installations in pivotal Virginia, where KGC castles 
extended from the central cities of Richmond and Petersburg, to Norfolk, 
Southampton, and other towns along Virginia’s southern border. On De-
cember 24, 1860, Virginius Groner, who commanded a regiment of one 
thousand “Military Knights,” accompanied General John Tyler (former 
president John Tyler’s son) in delivering prosecession speeches at a huge 
rally held at the estate of Henry Wise near Norfolk. During January 1861, 
Groner, in conjunction with former governor Henry Wise and his Minute 
Men, had been prepared to seize Fort Monroe in the Norfolk harbor. Their 
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plan had been stymied by the cautiousness of Virginia’s moderate gover-
nor, John Letcher. But Groner, Wise, and the Knights were now ready to 
help precipitate Virginia’s secession.28

 Surprisingly, the February 4, 1861, vote by Virginians for the selection of 
delegates to their convention resulted in an overall victory for the Union-
ists. Only 30 of the 152 delegates elected advocated immediate secession. 
Western Virginians were generally against immediate secession, while 
most of those willing to consider secession came from Virginia’s eastern 
Tidewater and central Piedmont regions.29

 Leading the committed secessionist minority was Virginia’s eccentric 
former governor Henry Wise, who represented the Norfolk area at the 
convention. Described by his friends as the “knightly champion of South-
ern Rights,” Wise remained angry at Governor Letcher for refusing to 
authorize the takeover of Fort Monroe in January, and urged a change 
in Virginia law so that he could replace Letcher as governor. Wise’s hot-
headed son Obadiah Jennings (“O. J.”) Wise was editor of the pro-South 
Richmond Enquirer and had recently been elected a captain in the Rich-
mond Light Infantry Blues militia unit.30

 Die-hard Unionists like John S. Carlisle and Robert Y. Conrad opposed 
the secessionists. Carlisle was a lawyer from Clarksburg in far-western 
Virginia who led the convention’s Unionist caucus. Conrad was a busi-
nessman and lawyer from Winchester in Virginia’s Piedmont region, who 
would serve as the chairman of the convention’s Committee on Federal 
Relations. Despite western Virginia’s opposition, a fellow Unionist pre-
dicted in early 1861 that the “never tiring wire-worker and tricksters” in 
the convention’s secessionist caucus will appoint “vigilance committees 
and minute-men” in each district, to work openly and secretly as spies and 
“use all means, whether fair or foul, to inflame the public mind, to excite 
and arouse the worst and most depraved portion of the population . . . to 
drag Virginia into revolution whether her people are willing or not.”31

 From the convening of the convention on February 13 to the submis-
sion of its Federal Relations Committee’s initial report on March 9, the 
Unionists were able to constrain the secessionist drive by Wise and his 
minority caucus.32 Virginians hoped that a compromise could be worked 
out at the Washington Peace Conference, called by their state and attended 
by representatives of twenty-four of the remaining thirty-four northern 
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and Border States. But Congress rejected the Peace Conference’s report on 
February 27, in part due to Republican intransigence. This caused former 
president John Tyler, who had served as the Peace Conference’s chairman, 
to swing over to the secessionist cause. Tyler, a close friend of Henry Wise, 
thereafter spoke out in favor of secession as the only way to retain white 
supremacy and southern hopes for future territorial expansion in Cuba 
and the Caribbean.33

 In early March, District of Columbia KGC leader L. Q. Washington ad-
vised Confederate secretary of war Leroy Walker that the Virginia conven-
tion would not pass an ordinance of secession unless collision or war en-
sued. L. Q. had a direct pipeline to the states’-rights caucus of the Virginia 
convention through its leader Lewis E. Harvie, from Amelia County, who 
was L. Q.’s close friend.34 During mid-March, L. Q. advised Walker that 
Virginia seemed to be moving toward disunion and noted that Virginians 
were holding prosecession meetings all over the Old Dominion. He further 
predicted that once Virginia had seceded, the other Border States would 
soon follow and the “Yankee Government” would desert Washington in 
three or four days.35

 The firebrand senator Louis Wigfall also continued his intelligence-
gathering activities on behalf of the Confederacy, but now expanded his 
repertoire to include recruiting soldiers for the southern cause. In Febru-
ary, Wigfall had received permission from his friend Jefferson Davis to 
establish a recruiting station in Baltimore and to recruit a regiment for 
the Confederacy. By March, Wigfall was drawing Confederate funds for 
this purpose, channeled through W. T. Walker & Co., a large Maryland 
liquor distributor owned and operated by its secessionist namesake.36 On 
March 15, Wigfall spoke to a Baltimore gathering of National Volunteers 
and other “friends of the South” who came to serenade him. He said that 
he regretted that “Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee and 
Kentucky had not joined their sister States of the South,” but assured his 
admirers that “the separation was final.”37

 By the end of March, Wigfall had recruited sixty-four Marylanders, who 
were sent to General Beauregard in Charleston. Wigfall continued to meet 
with leading Maryland secessionists, including KGC political head John V.  
McMahon, and reported to Walker that his Maryland contacts would con-
sider precipitating Maryland’s secession on their own if Walker would send 
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them the necessary arms.38 In conjunction with KGC Colonel Robert H.  
Archer’s recruiting in Harford and the other counties north of Baltimore, 
Wigfall would supply hundreds of Marylanders to add to the out-of-state 
units helping Confederate General Beauregard man the Charleston de-
fenses.39

 In addition to spying and recruiting, Wigfall also spent part of March 
assisting the ubiquitous KGC operative Ben McCulloch in purchasing 
arms for the South. On March 9, the Texas legislature appointed Mc-
Culloch as its agent to arrange the purchase of one thousand Morse and 
Colt rifles, before the Union government closed off the pipeline of muni-
tions. After stopping off at Mobile and Montgomery, Alabama, McCulloch 
headed for Richmond in mid-March to make arrangements for the arms 
purchases. During the last weeks of March, McCulloch met with Wigfall 
on several occasions in Washington and in Alexandria, Virginia.40

 Rumors spread throughout the North that McCulloch’s visit involved 
motives other than arms purchases. McCulloch was reported to have vis-
ited the home of U.S. senator William Gwin, who represented California 
and was said to be the leader of its Knights. Stories also circulated that 
McCulloch was encamped in northern Virginia with five hundred Texas 
Rangers who were preparing to kidnap and murder President Lincoln. 
Attorney General Edwin McMasters Stanton subsequently reported, “Ben 
McCulloch has been here [in Washington] on a scouting expedition and 
he carefully examined all the barracks and military posts in the city and 
said that he expected to be in possession of the city before long.”41

 Throughout March, the secessionists in Virginia’s convention redoubled 
their efforts, with Henry Wise asserting, “We must train the popular mind 
and heart.”42 Prosecession mobs arrived in Richmond from the KGC hot-
beds of Petersburg and Lynchburg and roamed the streets at night. At a 
March 15 mass meeting, three hundred Petersburg rowdies arrived, car-
rying the Confederate flag as well as a petition signed by 1,700 citizens, 
and demanded immediate secession.43 Similar petitions emanated from 
public meetings held across Virginia, which were read verbatim by seces-
sionist leaders in the convention. By now all three Richmond papers were 
advocating secession. Unionist John Carlisle accused Wise’s Richmond 
Enquirer of engineering a scheme to drive Virginia out of the Union.44
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 This constant barrage was having an impact on the convention’s con-
ditional Unionist delegates, who had indicated they would oppose any at-
tempt by federal authorities to coerce the seceding states and whose opin-
ions could be changed depending on developments. By the end of March, 
approximately 20 more delegates had joined with the original group of 30 
unconditional secessionists to comprise a voting bloc of 50 out of the 122 
delegates.45 In addition, Virginia’s southern-rights leaders had reportedly 
infiltrated and gained control of Richmond’s secession mobs and militia 
companies. Unionist leaders Carlisle and Conrad spent three or four hours 
each night drilling their colleagues, to steel them against the arguments 
and intimidation of the secessionist forces. Conrad privately wrote his wife 
that “bands of men are arming and organizing in this city, ready for revolu-
tion, and determined to begin it upon the least opportunity.”46 O. J. Wise 
was courting western Virginia delegates who were wavering, and he told 
one delegate that if they didn’t vote for an ordinance of secession, they 
would be driven from the hall at the point of a bayonet.47

 During the latter part of March, Henry Wise, together with eight other 
secessionist advocates (including several members of the Virginia conven-
tion and legislature), sent out a confidential circular letter (subsequently 
leaked to the press) to several hundred “reliable” southern-rights support-
ers. The letter requested the supporters’ presence in Richmond during the 
week of April 15, “to consult with the friends of Southern rights as to the 
course which Virginia should pursue in the present emergency.” The let-
ter requested them to report to a specified contact and “bring with you or 
send a full delegation of true and reliable men from your county; and if 
convenient, aid the same object in the surrounding counties.”48 William H.  
Edwards, who was present in Richmond when these “delegations” ar-
rived, described the members as “long-haired, wild-eyed strangers, many 
of them said to be Knights of the Golden Circle.”49

 At about this same time, Henry Wise (backed by his son O. J. Wise 
and his company of Richmond Blues) developed an audacious plot to take 
over the Virginia state government. The plot called for secretly kidnap-
ping and carrying off Governor Letcher as well as Unionist leaders of the 
convention, such as Conrad and Carlisle. If, after thirty hours, a majority 
of the convention still refused to vote for secession, the remaining Union-
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ists would be arrested and the secession of Virginia declared as a volun-
tary act. Harpers Ferry and the Norfolk Navy Yard would then be seized. 
Virginia’s prosecession lieutenant governor, Robert Montague, as well as 
David Chalmers, who was soon to become president of the southern-rights 
conclave, were also reportedly involved in the plot.50

 Meanwhile, the pressure on the dwindling Unionist-Centrist majority 
in the Virginia convention intensified, and the threats against the Unionist 
delegates became more direct. Robert Carlisle was ridiculed on the street 
and threatened with hanging by a mob that surrounded his boarding-
house. Within the convention, the various factions agreed on April 8 to ap-
point a commission of three—a Unionist, a moderate, and a secessionist— 
to meet with President Lincoln and determine whether he intended to 
reinforce the southern forts.51

 Then, on April 13, word arrived that South Carolina’s bombardment 
of Fort Sumter had begun. O. J. Wise and Virginia attorney general  
J. Randolph Tucker led a Richmond celebration, bringing cannon and 
firing a 100-gun salute at the State Capitol.52 South Carolina governor 
Francis Pickens telegraphed Governor Letcher on April 14: “The war is 
commenced, and we will triumph or perish. . . . Please let me know what 
Virginia will do.”53

 President Lincoln issued his proclamation on April 15, calling for 
75,000 troops to suppress the insurrection in the seceding states, of which 
Virginia’s allocation was 2,340 men. Governor Letcher, like many of the 
Border State governors, responded forcefully that Virginia would provide 
no troops to subjugate the South. Letcher added, “You have chosen to in-
augurate Civil War.”54 The Virginia secessionists were ecstatic since the 
Old Dominion would now have to decide whether or not to secede. The 
three-member committee that had met with Lincoln on April 13 returned 
and reported that the president, while disclaiming any intention for the 
use of offensive force, had reiterated his policy to “hold, occupy, and de-
fend” the southern forts. This caused even the committee’s Unionist del-
egate to conclude that there was no hope of an amicable arrangement with 
the Lincoln administration.55

 On April 14, a group of 250 (likely including Knights who had arrived 
in Richmond in response to Wise’s circular letter) vowed to break up the 
Virginia convention by force the next day. Marshall Ambler, a prosecession 
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delegate from Louisa County, told the “precipitators” that the convention 
was on the verge of voting for secession and they should hold off trying to 
take over by force. Henry Wise also appeared on the portico and solemnly 
pledged that the ordinance would be passed within forty-eight hours, and 
this consoled the mob for the time being.56

 On April 16, the regular Virginia convention met and voted to go into 
secret session. Then William Ballard Preston of Montgomery County pre-
sented an ordinance for Virginia’s secession and moved for the vote. John 
Scott of Fauquier County offered a counterresolution providing for a vote 
by the people on the fourth Thursday in May. The vote would offer the 
alternatives of immediate secession or consultation with the other slave-
holding states. The convention’s Unionists, who saw their numbers rapidly 
dwindling, charged they were being gagged by the opposition and warned 
that western Virginia would never secede.57

 Several hundred delegates convened for the southern-rights conclave 
on the morning of April 16 at Metropolitan Hall, about a block from the 
regular convention meeting. The doorkeeper of the conclave stood with 
a drawn sword to make sure only invited states’-rights proponents at-
tended. David Chalmers of Halifax County served as the conclave’s presi-
dent; many of the attendees were from Virginia’s old-line families. At the 
meeting, O. J. Wise delivered an electrifying speech advocating immediate 
action. Near the end of the day, William Parker arrived from Henry Wise’s 
Norfolk district and informed the conclave that, with the acquiescence 
of Governor Letcher, he had blocked the channel of the James River in 
order to box in the federal ships and naval stores located at the Gosport 
Naval Yard. At the end of the day, the southern-rights conclave decided to 
adjourn in order to give the regular convention one more day to pass the 
ordinance of secession.58

 On April 16, Henry Wise ran into his southern-rights compatriot John 
Imboden on the street in Richmond. Imboden, a lawyer and state repre-
sentative from Staunton, was the captain of a militia artillery company; 
he would later become a noted Confederate raider and brigadier general. 
Wise asked Imboden to bring together a group of militia o∞cers who 
would be willing to join in a plan to capture the federal arsenal at Harp-
ers Ferry. Six o∞cers attended the meeting that evening, including Turner 
Ashby, who headed a militia company from Fauquier County, and Alfred 
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Barbour, the superintendent of the Harpers Ferry arsenal, who now sym-
pathized with the secessionists. Governor Letcher refused to provide state 
authority for the contemplated action, so Wise drew up the seizure order.59

 After the meeting, Turner Ashby left for Fauquier to rouse his Black-Horse  
Cavalry, while Imboden went to Staunton to rally his artillery company. 
Around this time, Wise received a telegram from Washington’s National 
Volunteer leader, Dr. Alexander Y. P. Garnett (Wise’s son-in-law) indicat-
ing that a one-thousand-man Massachusetts regiment had been ordered 
to Harpers Ferry. Wise also received a dispatch from William Parker at 
Norfolk asking: “The powder magazine here [at Gosport] can be taken 
and the Yankee vessels can be captured and sunk so as to obstruct the 
harbor. Shall we do it?” Wise wrote “yes” on the telegram and sent it back 
to Parker.60

 Both the regular convention and southern-rights conclave met at their 
appointed time on April 17. The southern-rights conclave spent the morn-
ing debating the subject of a new political organization for Virginia, but 
then someone announced that the regular convention was taking a vote. A 
member shouted: “We will give them another chance to save themselves.  
But it is the last!”61 Over in the regular convention, Henry Wise rose from  
his seat at a predetermined signal, drew out a large horse pistol, and 
launched into a moving diatribe that brought former president John Tyler  
to tears. One commentator said: “The speaker was supernaturally ex-
cited. . . . His hair stood off from his head, as if charged with electricity.”62 
On the basis of a telegram he received from Captain Imboden that morn-
ing, Wise told the convention that while he was speaking and by his orders,  
Harpers Ferry was being taken by patriotic volunteer revolutionists. When 
Unionist William Baldwin asked who they were, Wise replied that some of 
them were from Augusta, in Baldwin’s own district.63

 Then Wise followed up by announcing that the federal naval yard at 
Norfolk was being similarly seized. While Carlisle and other Unionist dele-
gates protested the action, Wise and several secessionist delegates went to 
Governor Letcher, who now authorized the seizures, but rejected Wise’s 
further request for Virginia troops to seize the District of Columbia. Wise’s 
dramatic announcement of already initiated paramilitary action had the 
desired effect—the convention immediately passed the ordinance of seces-
sion by a vote of 88 to 55.64
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 Over in the southern-rights conclave, Lieutenant Governor Montague 
informed the attendees that the ordinance of secession had finally been 
passed. Soon Henry Wise and former president John Tyler appeared and 
amid a chorus of cheers were escorted arm in arm to the platform. Tyler 
made a fifteen-minute speech, describing Virginia’s secession as the culmi-
nation of its quests for liberty and independence, and lamenting the blind-
ness that had prevented Virginia from seizing the District of Columbia. He 
concluded by leading the delegates in the collective chant, “Independence 
or Death.”65

 Subject to the pro forma popular vote that took place on May 23, the 
secession of Virginia, with its substantial manufacturing and manpower 
base, had been achieved through extralegal pressure of the type employed 
in Texas and with the KGC’s apparent participation.66 A few months later, 
a committee of San Francisco businessmen wrote to Secretary of War 
Cameron expressing concern about the sixteen thousand Knights in Cali-
fornia: “We need only appeal to the examples furnished by . . . Virginia to 
show that the efforts of a comparatively small number of audacious and 
unscrupulous men are su∞cient to precipitate an unwilling population 
into disunion.”67
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CALL TO ARMS

O
n april 10, Confederate secretary of war Leroy Pope Walker for-
warded his fateful order to General Beauregard, a former OLS 
sympathizer, authorizing the bombardment of Fort Sumter in 

Charleston harbor: “You will at once demand its evacuation and if this is 
refused[,] proceed, in such manner as you may determine, to reduce it.”1 
Walker’s April 10 telegram, which initiated the Civil War, was transmit-
ted by none other than KGC Colonel Virginius Groner, then serving as a 
captain on Walker’s staff in the Confederate War Department. Groner had 
traveled to Montgomery in March to join the Confederate service after de-
clining an offer by Governor John Pettus to become Mississippi’s adjutant 
general. Shortly after arriving in Montgomery, Groner visited Jefferson 
Davis and was appointed to Walker’s staff, with the duty of organizing the 
volunteers arriving from throughout the South. Groner became the fifth 
military appointment to the new Confederate government enlisting under 
the auspices of Mississippi, since Virginia did not o∞cially secede until 
after its May 23 popular vote.2

 After reports were received of the shelling on Fort Sumter, a jubilant 
celebration took place on the evening of April 12 in the Montgomery town 
square. Secretary of War Walker made a rousing speech predicting that 
Fort Sumter would fall the next day and that the Confederate flag would 
fly over Washington City within three months. George Chilton, the KGC’s 
recently appointed grand marshall for Texas, was also on the platform, and 
at the end of Walker’s speech, he led the crowd in repeated huzzas. Chil-
ton was then being considered for the position of Confederate postmaster 
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general, likely through the influence of his uncle, William Parrish Chilton, 
a prominent member of the Confederate Provisional Congress.3 Groner 
and Chilton were just two of the many Knight leaders who played a key 
early role in supporting the Confederate war effort and in ramping up a 
southern army from nothing to more than two hundred thousand men in 
about five months.4

 Secretary of War Walker had issued an April 8 message asking the gov-
ernors of each of the seceded states to drill and equip three thousand vol-
unteers and “hold them in instant readiness to meet any requisition from 
this Department.” Jefferson Davis decided to increase Walker’s requested 
troop allocations to five thousand on April 16 in order to build a Confed-
erate army of fifty thousand. This was in response to Abraham Lincoln’s 
April 15 proclamation that called on northern and Border State governors 
to provide seventy-five thousand militia to put down the southern insur-
rection.5

 In support of Walker’s call, a tripartite order dated April 17, 1861, was 
sent out from Montgomery to the Knights of the Golden Circle throughout 
the South. As the Charleston Mercury had previously indicated: “bickley’s 
forces [are] the most available nuclus [sic] for an army.”6 The first part 
of the KGC’s tripartite order was from George Chilton as grand marshall 
of the Texas Division. It assumed “the threatened invasion of Texas by 
Lincoln’s abolition horde” and said that the Confederate army was inad-
equate to provide protection at the “many points exposed to attack from 
the enemy.” Chilton ordered the captains of each KGC castle in Texas to 
meet him at Galveston on May 1, 1861, with their complete muster rolls: 
“Each Castle will hold itself in readiness for immediate orders.” Higher-
level KGC field o∞cers were also asked to attend.7

 KGC Major Augustus Larrantree, commander of the Arkansas Battal-
ion, issued another part of the order, which was more constrained since 
Arkansas had not yet seceded. Larrantree ordered “all Companies of the  
K. G. C.’s in the State of Arkansas [to] hold themselves in readiness for 
further orders” and requested newspapers in Arkansas to copy. At the 
time, the KGC was reported to have about six hundred members in Little 
Rock as well as castles in Camden and other locations.
 George Bickley, as “President of the K. G. C.’s American Legion,” issued 
a separate part to the order, stating: “The K. G. C.’s in Kentucky, Virginia, 
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North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Tennessee, Missouri, 
Arkansas, Louisiana, and Florida will pay attention. Maryland has her 
hands full. Let no member of the Order now flinch.”8 Since Bickley no lon-
ger had authority over the KGC army, his appeal was necessarily limited 
to asking the non-Texas KGC members to “pay attention.”
 Reports indicate that Bickley was in northern Kentucky during early 
April, around the time of issuance of the KGC’s order, where he threat-
ened to plant a battery on the hill in Covington and bombard Cincinnati if  
the North attempted coercion assuming Kentucky seceded.9 Bickley also 
wrote Jefferson Davis from Louisville on April 4, tendering thirty thousand 
troops to stop Mexican General Pedro de Ampudia’s rumored invasion  
of Texas. Shortly after Bickley’s letter, Colonel Earl Van Dorn returned to 
Montgomery from Texas and reported that the rumors of an impending 
invasion by Mexican General Ampudia were not true.10 At the time, the 
KGC’s Southwestern Division was apparently still lusting after northern 
Mexico’s provinces. Doctor E. L. Billings of Vicksburg, Mississippi, a KGC 
emissary, was on his way to Mexico City to try to procure from the Mexi-
can Congress the right to build a railway across northern Mexico as a ruse 
to bring in five thousand armed men and occupy Chihuahua and Sonora.11

 The reference to Maryland having “her hands full” in Bickley’s order 
refers to the revolutionary fervor unleashed in Baltimore as a result of 
Virginia’s announced secession. Baltimore’s leading secessionists, includ-
ing KGC political head J. V. L. McMahon, held a meeting on the evening 
of April 17 to organize armed resistance to the expected passage of Union 
troops through the city.12 The day before, Police Marshall George Kane 
had written to the PW&BRR Company’s agent seeking “an explicit un-
derstanding” regarding the reports that troops from New York would be 
transported through Baltimore “to make war upon the South.” The agent 
immediately passed the message along to PW&BRR president Samuel M. 
Felton, noting: “It is rumored that the marshal has issued orders to his 
force not to permit any forces to pass through the city.”13

 On April 18, the National Volunteers, headed by KGC member William  
Byrne, held a large rally attended by seven hundred, with many vowing to 
stop northern troops from passing through Baltimore.14 Emissaries also 
arrived from Charlestown with word of Virginia’s secession. They sought 
guarantees from the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad’s management that fed-



143

call to arms

eral troops would not be transported through Virginia nor arms and muni-
tions moved from the Harpers Ferry arsenal (implying that otherwise, the 
great railroad bridge over the Potomac at Harpers Ferry would be blown 
up).15 Henry Wise and the plotters enlisted to take the Harpers Ferry ar-
senal were planning to transport the weapons seized to arm the Baltimore 
secessionists and launch an attack on the capital. This was foiled, how-
ever, by the retreating Union garrison, which set the Harpers Ferry armory 
building on fire, destroying its fifteen thousand stands of arms.16

 The Baltimore secessionists’ outrage came to a head on the morning of 
April 19, when a train arrived carrying seven hundred troops of the Sixth 
Massachusetts Volunteer Regiment plus seven companies of unarmed 
Pennsylvania volunteers. A crowd of more than five hundred locals pelted 
the northern troops with rocks, bottles, and in some cases pistol shots, as 
the soldiers marched the two-and-a-half miles from Baltimore’s President 
Street to its Camden Street train station. In response, some of the northern 
soldiers fired back, and at least four rioting civilians were killed and more 
than three dozen wounded. The Baltimore police under Marshall Kane 
eventually arrived and formed a wedge between the frenzied crowd and the 
marching soldiers, who reached the Camden Street Station at 1:00 p.m.  
and took off for Washington.17 Later that day, Kane sent an inflammatory 
call to Bradley Johnson, a pro-South militia leader in Frederick who had 
offered to supply troops, stating: “Streets red with Maryland blood; send 
expresses over the mountains of Maryland and Virginia for the riflemen 
to come without delay. Fresh hordes will be down on us tomorrow. We 
will fight them and whip them or die.” Baltimore’s mayor would later try 
to explain away Kane’s unauthorized act of summoning volunteers from 
across Maryland and Virginia by saying, “he got carried away by the frenzy 
of the hour.”18

 On the afternoon of April 19, an immense public meeting convened on 
Monument Square at which Baltimore leaders, including Mayor Brown 
and Governor Hicks, called on the Lincoln administration to stop sending 
troops through Maryland. Pro-South supporters began organizing into 
military companies, and the Board of Police enrolled volunteers to serve 
under the command of Colonel Isaac R. Trimble (later to become a Con-
federate brigadier general), who sent his adjutant on a secret mission to  
Virginia to acquire further weapons.19 That evening, mobs roamed the 
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streets, and Baltimore was in the hands of the secessionists. Allegations 
were subsequently made that the KGC was behind the Baltimore mobs.20 
City leaders then made the decision to burn the railroad bridges and tele-
graph lines north of the city. Baltimore’s police, militia, and independent mi-
litia, under the direction of Marshall Kane, carried out the bridge-burning  
directive that same night.21

 The crisis didn’t begin to abate until April 22, when federal authorities 
agreed to bypass Baltimore and ordered the 2,400 northern troops en-
camped at Cockeysville, just north of Baltimore, to return to Harrisburg,  
Pennsylvania. Pro-South Marylanders continued to stream in, and George 
Steuart, a West Pointer who had resigned his western U.S. Army commis-
sion, organized the First Light Division of Maryland Volunteers, for which 
Steuart was appointed its major general. With Jefferson Davis’s support, 
Steuart’s division received some arms from Virginia and, on April 25, moved  
two regiments to Annapolis Junction. The regiments had to retreat, however,  
after unexpectedly encountering Massachusetts regiments under Gen-
eral Benjamin Franklin Butler, who had arrived in Maryland on April 20,  
rebuilt the rail lines to Washington, and established camp at Relay, where 
several rail lines intersected.22 Butler’s aide de camp at Relay said he 
learned from several sources that a thousand “Baltimore Roughs . . . a 
portion [of which] were Knights of the Golden Circle” planned to attack 
the Union camp and kill soldiers.23

 In the midst of the turmoil, KGC member John Wilkes Booth arrived 
in Baltimore during the last week of April, after his Albany appearance 
was cut short when a jealous actress stuck a knife into his neck. He soon 
moved into a boardinghouse on High Street, near his old neighborhood, 
and shared a room with his actor friend William A. Howell. Booth spent 
his time visiting local saloons and participating in the heated diatribes of 
southern sympathizers as recruiting continued for the Confederate army 
(with young men being offered one hundred dollars in gold to join up). 
Booth and Howell flirted with a plan to raise their own company. Booth 
was to recruit in his native Harford County, where he was reportedly a 
member of a local militia unit, and take the men to Richmond, where he 
would be commissioned as a lieutenant. During May 1861, Booth stole 
through the Union picket line to travel to Harford County and alert local 
militia leader Herman Stump of his impending arrest.24 In deference to 
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his mother and his acting career, however, Booth decided not to become 
a Confederate o∞cer. He realized he could nevertheless help the South 
through his wealth and a∞liation with the Knights.25

 On the evening of May 13, General Ben Butler, on his own authority, 
slipped into Baltimore with a thousand federal soldiers and occupied Fed-
eral Hill overlooking the city. Butler quickly confiscated caches of weapons 
and ammunition, and arrested southern sympathizers, such as noted in-
dustrialist Ross Winans. Butler then issued a proclamation ordering local 
militia leaders and arms manufacturers to report to him. His order also 
prohibited displaying the Confederate flag as well as the assembling of 
armed bodies of men.26

 As the federal crackdown expanded, Booth’s hatred for Union authori-
ties was undoubtedly fueled by the June 27 arrest of the Baltimore police 
commissioners, including Police Marshall George Kane. Upon hearing of 
the arrest, Booth flew into a rage and shouted: “I know George Kane well, 
he is my friend and the man who could drag him from the bosom of his fam-
ily for no crime whatever but a mere suspicion . . . deserves a dog’s death.”27 
Meanwhile, Baltimore’s southern adherents, such as Booth’s childhood 
chums Sam Arnold and Michael O’Laughlen (a KGC member), headed 
south to Virginia, where they were mustered into Confederate service.28

 James Ross Howard, the secretary of the KGC’s April 1860 Raleigh 
convention, was elected captain of one of the proposed companies of 
Maryland volunteers in Richmond. Howard later served as major of the 
Eleventh Alabama Cavalry and colonel of the Third Confederate Cavalry.29 
KGC Colonel Robert Harris Archer of Havre de Grace also went south to 
Virginia around this time. By October 1861, Archer (whose brother was a 
Confederate brigadier general) was serving as lieutenant colonel of Vir-
ginia’s Fifty-Fifth Infantry Regiment.30

 By late 1860, the commander of Maryland’s First KGC Regiment—Rob-
ert Charles Tyler—had already left for his native state of Tennessee. He 
set about raising a company of recruits, capitalizing on his KGC and prior 
Walker filibuster connections. On April 15, Tyler took his men to Jackson, 
Tennessee, where they enlisted in the Fifteenth Tennessee Infantry Regi-
ment, which was composed mostly of companies from western Tennessee, 
but also included a privately raised company from Kentucky and southern 
Illinois. Tennessee’s adjutant general, Gideon Pillow, a wealthy owner of 
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plantations in Arkansas and Tennessee, had organized the Fifteenth Ten-
nessee Infantry shortly after May 6, when Tennessee declared its indepen-
dence and entered into a military league with the Confederacy. Tyler was 
soon appointed “Regimental Quartermaster.”31

 Tyler’s contacts and quiet competence soon catapulted him to higher 
command and eventually the rank of brigadier general. A fellow o∞cer de-
scribed Tyler as “a stout, robust Tennesseean” who was “one of the bravest 
men I ever saw.”32 By October 1861, Tyler had risen from private to com-
mander of the Fifteenth Tennessee Infantry Regiment, leapfrogging his 
company commander. Serving under Tyler as lieutenant colonel of the Fif-
teenth Tennessee was James H. R. Taylor, an editor from Holly Springs who 
had served as the KGC’s designated fund-raising contact for Mississippi.33

 By September 1861, Tennessee KGC commmander H. C. Young was 
serving as assistant adjutant general on the staff of Confederate Brigadier 
General William Henry Carroll, who was attempting to deal with Union-
ist sympathizers and bridge burners in east Tennessee. Young advocated 
mercy for four hundred Union sympathizers, who were picked up and sent 
off as Confederate prisoners of war. By 1864, Young was serving as acting 
assistant inspector-general in the cavalry brigade of Confederate Major 
General Nathan Bedford Forrest.34

 KGC leaders in Georgia also played prominent roles in organizing re-
cruits for the nascent Confederate army. After his stint as Georgia’s quar-
termaster general, Paul Semmes was picked as one of three Georgia militia 
leaders to enroll its more than two hundred organized military companies 
into the First Division of Georgia Volunteers. Semmes enrolled the Sec-
ond Brigade from his west central Georgia territory and ordered them to 
report to Columbus for training. At the outbreak of the war, Semmes was 
commissioned colonel of the Second Georgia Infantry Regiment that he 
took to the front in Virginia. In the spring of 1862, he was promoted to 
brigadier general of the Confederate army.35

 During April 1861, Atlanta KGC leaders R. J. Cowart and Alexander 
Gaulding also assisted in recruiting volunteers for the Confederate Army, 
with Gaulding offering free rail transportation to recruits on his Western 
& Atlantic Railroad.36 In May, Confederate authorities appointed KGC 
member and former Indian agent Douglas Cooper, from Atlanta, to raise 
a regiment among the western Indians. Cooper was soon commissioned 
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colonel of the First Choctaw and Chickasaw Mounted Rifles.37 Wealthy 
merchant Frank W. Dillard, a KGC compatriot of Semmes, was appointed 
assistant quartermaster in August. Dillard made Columbus a center for 
the manufacturing of uniforms for the Confederate army. Another KGC 
colonel—R. A. Crawford of Gri∞n, Georgia—fought throughout the war 
with the Georgia First Infantry Regiment Regulars, which had been re-
cruited from Atlanta and Brunswick.38

 Initially, the Confederate War Department refused to accept troops 
from states that had not yet seceded. Arkansas governor Henry Rector got 
around this by devising the subterfuge of having T. B. Flournoy, a militia 
colonel, “privately” raise a regiment that was then armed and equipped 
from the Little Rock arsenal.39 A similar subterfuge was worked out in 
Kentucky. In early April, Blanton Duncan, a wealthy Louisville lawyer and 
political operative, began to organize a regiment from Louisville and other 
areas of the commonwealth (which Bickley would later imply included 
more than five hundred Knights). Kentucky’s governor, Beriah Mago∞n, 
secretly allowed the Confederates to recruit unhampered, and willingly 
served as an intermediary by forwarding Confederate Secretary of War 
Walker’s telegrams on to Duncan.40 In late April, Duncan’s regiment was 
tendered to the Confederacy as part of the Louisiana contingent, and sent 
to join the Confederate forces at Harpers Ferry.41

 Such subterfuge was no longer necessary after April 22, when Confed-
erate secretary of war Walker called for an additional twelve thousand 
troops and included the Border States of Kentucky, Arkansas, North 
Carolina, and Tennessee in his call. Most came forward with the promise 
of a regiment. North Carolina governor John Ellis promised to have ten 
thousand volunteers in the field in a few days. Militia commander Gideon 
Pillow, backed by Tennessee governor Isham Harris, responded that Ten-
nessee could furnish ten thousand men in three weeks.42

 Many of the newly arriving soldiers did not have rifles, and the Con-
federacy’s available supply of around 159,000 weapons was not su∞cient 
to provide arms to all the new recruits. This led the Confederate Congress 
to enact legislation in early May that limited the acceptance of troops to 
those willing to enlist for three years or the duration of the war. While 
initially unpopular with recruits who had signed up for twelve months, the 
three-year term made sense from the standpoint of e∞ciently allocating 
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the available supply of weapons and equipment, and preparing for a more 
long-term engagement.43

 On May 1, 1861, Bickley issued a further order as “K. G. C., President of 
American Legion” that appeared in the Memphis Daily Appeal of May 7. 
Like the April 17 call, it advised Texas and Arkansas castles in the KGC’s 
Texas Division to report to “Gen. Geo. W. Chilton, Marshall of the Divi-
sion at Tyler, Texas, or to Col. Charles A. Russell, acting adjutant general, 
at Helena, Karnes county, Texas.” The Texas/Arkansas KGC members were 
“to respond fully and promptly to the call of Generals Chilton, Ford, Wil-
cox and Green, and stand on the defensive until our national troubles are 
ended.”44 “Wilcox” was John A. Wilcox, who was the leader of the KGC’s 
Western Texas Brigade, and subsequently became a Confederate congress-
man. “Green” was Thomas Green, who had served with the Texas Rangers 
and Walker’s Nicaraguan filibusterers, and who, as a Texas Supreme Court 
clerk, had helped initiate its secession. Green subsequently recruited the 
Texas Fifth Cavalry and was commissioned a colonel (later a brigadier gen-
eral) in the Confederate army.45

 In his May 7 order, Bickley ordered other KGC castle commandants 
to forward their muster roles of military companies to the KGC’s general 
headquarters, now relocated at Louisville, Kentucky (likely because this is 
where Bickley was situated). Each castle commandant was to take imme-
diate steps to complete its military organization that “shall consist of one 
captain, one first lieutenant, two second lieutenants, four sergeants, four 
corporals, two musicians, and ninety privates.” General, field, and staff 
o∞cers of the American Legion were similarly ordered to report by letter 
(indicating that Bickley had lost track of the KGC’s military command 
structure). He nevertheless claimed that due to his successful recruiting 
drive in Kentucky, he had added 1,483 members to the KGC order, “534 of 
whom have been sent to the army of the Confederates States.” Altogether, 
Bickley claimed that the KGC “has now 17,643 men in the field, and has 
no hesitation in saying that the number can be duplicated if necessity re-
quires.”46

 In Texas, George Chilton recruited at least two prewar military units, 
while KGC Colonel Charles Russell organized three Texas military compa-
nies in addition to the local Helena Guards. After the KGC’s May 1 muster 
at Galveston, KGC castles formed independent military companies with 
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names like the “Texas Hunters” (from Harrison County) and the “Ed Clark 
Invincibles” (from Smith County). Many of these companies would enlist 
en masse in Texas for Confederate service.47

 KGC soldiers comprised a substantial portion of the Texas frontier 
regiments that the Confederate War Department had authorized Ben 
McCulloch to raise in April. Ben, who was holding out for a higher com-
mand, passed the authorization on to his brother Henry, who was then 
commissioned as its colonel. Henry McCulloch’s regiment encompassed 
Texas’s First as well as its Second Texas Mounted Rifles, commanded by 
KGC Colonel John Rip Ford. Included in the Second Texas Mounted Rifles  
were the W. P. Lane Rangers from Marshall, for which KGC member Sam 
Richardson was elected captain. The W. P. Lane Rangers were sworn into 
state service on April 19. They headed off to San Antonio, where they were 
sworn into Confederate service on May 23, becoming Company “F” of the 
Second Regiment Texas Cavalry, which was also commanded by John 
Ford. During May 1861, KGC castles in the Galveston area and around 
San Antonio assisted newly installed Confederate commander Earl Van 
Dorn in forcing the surrender of the federal troops at Indianola and other 
frontier garrisons that had not yet been evacuated by Union authorities.48

 Probably the greatest concentration of Texas Knights was in the Third 
Texas Cavalry, under Elkanah Greer, who was authorized to raise a Con-
federate regiment in May (and commissioned as colonel in early July). 
Greer ordered the KGC-a∞liated units in East Texas to muster at Dallas. 
Here they consolidated into the ten companies of the Third Texas Cavalry 
Regiment, which were sworn into Confederate service on June 13, 1861. 
Initially lacking proper weapons, the men brought shotguns, any kind of 
rifles, and huge knives from home. George Chilton served as a major of 
the regiment, and KGC member John Good of Dallas served as its artil-
lery commander. The regiment was assigned to the command of Ben Mc-
Culloch (who had been appointed on May 11 as the first civilian brigadier 
general in the Provisional Confederate Army with authority over Indian 
Territory).49

 KGC units in Arkansas similarly responded to Greer’s call to enlist in 
the nascent Confederate army. Shortly after April 17, the local KGC castle 
at Camden formed the Camden Knights of the Golden Circle, under Cap-
tain William L. Crenshaw, which became Company C of the First Arkansas  
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Infantry. A second KGC unit was subsequently formed under Captain 
John L. Logan and outfitted with the same red shirts and black pants worn  
by Knights in Texas and Georgia.50 In eastern Arkansas, Thomas Hindman,  
who had resigned from the U.S. Congress, set out to recruit a regiment, 
at his own expense, that included the Yell Rifles and Phillips Guard from 
Helena as well as the Jefferson Guards, Napoleon Grays, and Monroe 
Blues. The ten recruited companies were organized into the First Arkan-
sas Volunteer Infantry by early May, and they elected Patrick Cleburne as 
colonel (Hindman was commissioned in June as colonel of the Second 
Arkansas Infantry).51

 While Bickley was trying to segregate KGC volunteers into separate 
units under his control, it appears that KGC soldiers in Texas and Arkan-
sas were swearing their full allegiance to their state governors and Confed-
erate authorities.52 This is evidenced by the “Address” that KGC regional 
recruiter Charles Arden Russell forwarded to the Texas Knights in May 
1861. While Russell encouraged them “to establish the working machinery 
of the Order until our Castles shall arise like monuments all over the land,” 
he nevertheless spoke of their broader duty to serve the South:

 I have been told that such an organization as ours would become an evil 

in that hour when our country needed the service of her sons in battle. That 

petty jealousies and a spirit of party monopoly would prevent us from tak-

ing part in active warfare, unless we could be called into service as a body 

with our own o∞cers and organization. . . . I am satisfied that the result will 

disprove the assertion. We have taught no such practice. I admonish you to 

go forth wherever your country may call singly or in companies, as circum-

stances may require.

Russell said the Knights claimed “only a desire to serve our country,” and 
he urged the Texas Knights to “arouse the military spirit of your neighbors, 
organize them into companies and teach them military tactics and science. 
Carry out the recommendations of our Governor in his late proclamation, 
until every able-bodied Texan shall be enrolled as a citizen soldier for the 
defense of our State.”53

 In late April, KGC sympathizer Louis Wigfall arrived in Montgomery to 
take up his seat as Texas’s representative in the Confederacy’s Provisional 
Congress. Wigfall had been in his native South Carolina since early April, 
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serving as a voluntary aide to Confederate General Pierre Beauregard. On 
April 13, Wigfall commandeered a small boat and rowed out through the 
shrapnel to the beleaguered Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor. He offered 
terms of surrender, which U.S. Major Robert Anderson accepted. Gen-
eral Beauregard had not authorized Wigfall’s mission, but Confederate 
authorities subsequently decided they could accept the terms that Wigfall 
proposed. Wigfall was now touting himself as the man who had forced the 
surrender of Fort Sumter, and he was given a hero’s welcome when he ar-
rived in Montgomery.54

 Due to his newfound fame, Wigfall was courted by Jefferson Davis and 
other Confederate o∞cials. Wigfall had helped make Jefferson Davis the 
first president of the Confederacy by gaining support for him from other 
fire-eaters, such as Robert Barnwell Rhett. He had also helped convince 
Davis to name Alabama lawyer L. P. Walker as the Confederacy’s first sec-
retary of war. Wigfall and Davis saw each other frequently and expressed 
mutual admiration for each other, and Davis consulted Wigfall in filling 
military appointments. At the end of May, as the Confederate government 
was getting ready to move to Richmond, Davis convinced Wigfall to serve 
on his personal staff.55

 Given his substantial influence, Wigfall was besieged by Texans and 
others seeking Confederate military commissions, for which fifty thousand 
requests had already been submitted. William J. Clarke, the head of one 
of San Antonio’s KGC castles, had journeyed to Montgomery in late April 
but wrote home that Secretary of War Walker was still delaying higher 
appointments in the regular army. Nevertheless, Clarke reported, “Mr. 
Wigfall . . . seems to feel a warm interest in me, [and] pressed [Walker] so 
hard last night that he said he would appoint me a Captain if I would go 
recruiting.” Clarke held out, however, and was subsequently appointed in 
July as colonel of the Fourteenth Regiment, North Carolina Volunteers.56

 Another petitioner was KGC leader Ben McCulloch. McCulloch had 
already asked Confederate secretary of war Walker to let him raise a regi-
ment from Texas, but Walker deferred, saying the Confederacy was not yet 
ready to receive them.57 Jefferson Davis, as a West Pointer, veteran of the 
Mexican War, and a former U.S. secretary of war, had reservations about 
the rough-and-tumble tactics of the Texas Rangers as well as former fili-
busterers. Davis preferred West Point–trained o∞cers for high Confeder-
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ate commands and tried to get as many as possible. One of the thousands 
of military applicants in Montgomery during mid-March noted, “First 
place in line for appointments was going to Military Academy graduates.”58 
But on May 11, Davis did appoint McCulloch as the Confederacy’s first 
civilian brigadier general, with authority over the Indian Territory. Davis 
had been impressed by McCulloch’s daring during the Mexican War, and 
Wigfall undoubtedly bent the president’s ear on McCulloch’s behalf.59

 On May 5, Sir William Russell, a roving correspondent for the Times 
(London) arrived in the Confederate capital of Montgomery, where he was 
feted by Confederate authorities urgently seeking recognition from England.  
During his May visit, Russell met with Davis, Walker, Attorney General 
Benjamin, and General Beauregard, who was then visiting Montgomery. 
Wigfall became Russell’s constant companion and made every effort to 
convince him of the merits of the Confederate cause. Wigfall presented 
the South to Russell as a rustic society with rice, sugar, tobacco, and cotton 
that could provide unlimited trading opportunities for a mercantile power 
like England.60

 During his visit, Russell stayed at one of Montgomery’s three hotels, 
which were packed with congressmen, military men, and speculators, all 
trying to get an appointment with the embryonic Confederate government. 
Here Russell was forced to share accommodations with five gentlemen in 
a room with only three beds. Russell noted on May 5 that among the ho-
tel’s guests were “many filibusters, such as Henningsen, Pickett, Tochman, 
and Wheat.” In connection with the filibusterers, Russell said, “I hear a 
good deal about the association called the Knights of the Golden Circle, a 
Protestant association for securing the Gulf provinces and states, includ-
ing . . . them in the Southern Confederacy, and creating them into an in-
dependent government.”61 Russell also likely heard about the Knights from 
Wigfall, McCulloch, Greer, and other KGC leaders then in Montgomery.
 General Charles F. Henningsen, one of the four filibusterers that Rus-
sell mentioned, had been born in England, served as commander of artil-
lery for Walker’s 1856–57 Nicaragua campaign as well as in subsequent 
filibusters, including revolutionary intrigue in Mexico. Henningsen, who 
had recently married a rich Georgia widow, was well past his prime. Davis 
put off responding to Henningsen’s entreaties for a command, leaving it 
to Henningsen’s old friend Henry Wise to call him into service in June.62 
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Colonel John T. Pickett, another of the filibusterers Russell mentioned 
(and whom he described as “a striking looking man . . . with a knightly 
appearance and demeanor which brings to mind the men of the sixteenth 
century”) had participated in López’s and Quitman’s aborted Cuban ex-
peditions. From 1853 to 1861, Pickett was the U.S. consul to the Juárez 
regime at Vera Cruz. He had recently served as the Confederacy’s peace 
commissioner to Washington and would soon be appointed by Davis as 
commissioner to Mexico.63

 The other two hotel mates mentioned by Russell were in Montgomery 
looking for authority to raise regiments in New Orleans, a hotbed of filibus-
tering. Gasper Tochman, who had been exiled from Poland after partici-
pating in its 1830 uprising against the Russian empire, was now promoting  
the organization of a Polish brigade. He was authorized by Jefferson Davis  
to raise two regiments of Poles (which ultimately included other foreign  
nationals).64 Roberdeau Wheat, recognized as a KGC member, was a thirty- 
five–year-old lawyer who had been a soldier of fortune in Cuba, Mexico, 
Nicaragua, and more recently, Italy. Wheat had raised a battalion (First 
Special Battalion, Louisiana Infantry) that included the Tiger Rifles from 
the back alleys and jails of New Orleans, and the Walker Guards, a com-
pany largely composed of ex-Walker filibusterers. On May 25, Louisiana 
governor Thomas Overton Moore issued Wheat a commission as a major. 
Wheat was mustered into Confederate service a few weeks later and left 
for Virginia.65

 During May, Jefferson Davis also responded favorably to former gover-
nor Henry Wise’s request for an “independent partisan command” by au-
thorizing Wise to raise an expeditionary force to preserve the allegiance of 
the Kanawha Valley in western Virginia. Davis knew that Wise was lacking 
in military training, but he could not afford to offend the popular former 
governor, who had a sizeable following of Virginia militants. Wise imme-
diately accepted Davis’s offer and was soon made a brigadier general in the 
Provisional Army of the Confederate States. Despite ongoing illness, Wise 
approached the task of raising and supplying his expeditionary force with 
gusto. He issued proclamations and newspaper articles seeking recruits, 
made speeches at county courthouses in lower Virginia, and contacted 
friends—including ex-filibusterers and Knights. The hodgepodge battal-
ion that became known as “Wise’s Legion” was formed by June and soon 
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consisted of 2,800 partisan rangers, including many former Nicaraguan 
filibusterers and “snake-hunters” from the West, with ex-Walker artillery 
commander Charles Henningsen serving as second-in-command.66

 Wigfall was commissioned as a Confederate colonel during August 1861 
and given command of the First Texas Infantry while still trying to main-
tain his positions in the Confederate Congress and as an aide to Davis. 
The First Texas Infantry included the KGC-a∞liated companies of Alfred 
and Edwin Hobby from Refugio County, Texas. They, as well as the Lone 
Star Rifles from Galveston (under Knight William Redman), would be-
came part of John Bell Hood’s Eighth Texas Infantry Regiment formed 
in 1862.67 KGC and former Walker filibusterers also filled the ranks of 
Ross’s Texas Brigade, formed in 1862, which included Greer’s Third Texas 
Cavalry.68 William Edgar’s Alamo Knights became the First Texas Light 
Artillery that served in New Mexico and in Arkansas and Louisiana. KGC 
Trevanion Teel from San Antonio also organized a light artillery company 
that fought in the New Mexico campaign.69

 Altogether, forty-five of the fifty-five identified Texas KGC captains 
enlisted in Confederate military service. Of these, 42 percent were com-
missioned as Confederate captains or higher, with George Chilton, Alfred 
Hobby, John B. Jones, Sam Lockridge, and Trevanion Teel reaching the 
rank of major; James Duff, Thomas Lubbock, William Redwood, and 
John S. Ford reaching the rank of colonel; and Ben and Hugh McCulloch,  
Elkanah Greer, and Thomas Green reaching the rank of general. In addi-
tion to the o∞cer corps, Knights likely also comprised a respectable pro-
portion of the 24,448 Texans who volunteered for Confederate military 
service during the first year of the war.70

 Thus the KGC played a significant role in the formation of the armies 
supporting the South, helping them ramp up from nothing to around two 
hundred thousand men by October 1861. While Davis had reservations 
about non–West Pointers, he nevertheless appointed McCulloch and Wise 
as brigadier generals in the Provisional Army of the Confederate States, 
with commands that they could fill with KGC compatriots, such as Greer 
and Henningsen. Their preexisting KGC network helped them find com-
mitted subordinate o∞cers and recruits who had prior training in military 
drill and weaponry.71
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 Unlike Bickley, who hoped to maintain KGC-segregated units, Knights 
state commanders such as Greer, Groner, McCulloch, Semmes, and Tyler 
gave their primary allegiance to the Confederate government once they 
were commissioned. While the KGC state commanders were busy training 
their raw Confederate recruits, Bickley shifted his efforts to the strategic 
Border State of Kentucky, with its central location, significant manpower, 
and industrial resources. Would he be able to fire up its Knights and help 
local secessionists wrest Kentucky from the Union in order to add its sub-
stantial resources and manpower to the Confederate cause?
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THE STRUGGLE FOR KENTUCKY

A
s the kgc state commanders concentrated on training their raw 
Confederate army recruits, George Bickley directed his efforts to 
expanding the Knights in the pivotal Border State of Kentucky. 

Both the Confederacy and the Union were courting Kentucky, given its 
strategic position, abundant manpower, and industrial resources.1 Bickley 
reported in May 1861 that since the first of February, he had “been labor-
ing in Kentucky—principally in the city of Louisville—and has added to 
the order 1483 members, 534 of whom have been sent to the army of the 
Confederate States” (presumably as part of Blanton Duncan’s regiment).2 
Kentucky had strong filibustering roots established by Quitman, Pickett, 
and others, and was where Bickley claimed the KGC had been founded.
 After repeated sparring, Kentucky’s evenly matched Southern Rights 
and Union Democratic Parties worked out a standstill agreement declar-
ing Kentucky neutral with respect to the impending Civil War during May 
1861. Kentucky governor Beriah Mago∞n issued a related Neutrality Proc-
lamation on May 20. Despite his pro-South leanings and alleged KGC con-
nections,3 Governor Mago∞n had little interest in forcing Kentucky into 
a position that was not supported by her citizens. He also felt that further 
steps toward secession should be deferred until suitable weapons could be 
supplied to Kentucky’s substantial State Guard, then consisting of sixty-
one companies.4

 Governor Mago∞n convinced southern-leaning banks to loan the 
state eighty thousand dollars and dispatched his agents to procure arms. 
Among the agents was Luke Blackburn, a wealthy Louisville physician, 



157

the struggle for kentucky

who showed up in New Orleans promising that if the Confederates would 
supply them arms, Kentuckians would march right out of the Union with 
the guns on their shoulders.5

 Meanwhile, Bickley canvassed Kentucky’s south central tobacco-growing  
region, establishing new castles and instigating intimidation. Bickley was 
reported to have told a well-known Unionist in Simpson County that the 
man would have to leave or “pull a limb.” The KGC’s alleged goal was re-
portedly to force every man in a given town into their way of thinking or 
else force them into silence.6

 During late May, meetings were held in each of Kentucky’s ten congres-
sional districts to nominate candidates for the June 20 special election 
necessitated by President Lincoln’s convening of a July 4 special session 
of the U.S. Congress. Kentucky’s Southern Rights Party, which had been 
formed in March to consolidate the various pro-South factions, held a 
convention at Russellville (in south central Kentucky) during May 1861. 
Bickley appeared and made a fiery speech in favor of Kentucky’s secession, 
arguing that its true interests were with the South. He said that the KGC 
was ready to assist any southern governor to plant the southern flag on the 
northern side of the Ohio River, and he exhibited a letter asking Tennessee 
governor Isham Harris to support such a move. Bickley predicted that if 
Kentuckians were allowed to show their true sentiments at the polls, they 
would vote for secession by a large margin. But Bickley reportedly said 
that even if the secessionists constituted a respectable minority, he would 
raise men in Tennessee to come to their assistance.7

 In response to Bickley’s speech, George Prentice, the editor of the pro-
Union Louisville Journal, asked: “What do the people of Kentucky think 
when the Chief of a secret and oath bound order, which he boasts, is num-
bered in the country by hundreds of thousands and in our State by tens 
of thousands, goes through the land proclaiming publicly such plans and 
intention? . . . Why is not this strolling General arrested and tried for trea-
son?”8

 At about this time, the Louisville aunt of Joseph Holt, Buchanan’s 
secretary of war, wrote Holt that his nephew John had recently joined a 
Kentucky KGC castle and that one of its secret oaths was to “shoot all the 
influential men in the Cabinet . . . until they get them all destroyed.” (An 
informer subsequently testified that the second part of the KGC oath used 
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at Marion, Ohio, required the applicant to swear: “I will not rest or sleep 
until Abraham Lincoln, now President, shall be removed out of the Presi-
dential Chair, and I will wade in blood up to my knees, as soon as Jefferson 
Davis sees proper to march with his army to take the City of Washington 
and the White House ”).9 A letter was also circulated from Garrett Davis 
and other central Kentucky Unionists warning that the Knights intended 
to make a demonstration against the U.S. Army barracks in Newport, 
Kentucky ( just south of Cincinnati), as a prelude to forcing Kentucky out 
of the Union.10

 On May 24, the heads of the five Louisville KGC castles issued a secret 
circular, convening a general statewide convention to be held in Louisville 
on June 3. Among the castle leaders were J. M. Foree and J. H. Watson 
(later a surgeon with the First Tennessee Regiment), who were both later 
revealed to also be members of the KGC’s secret Third Degree. The stated 
purpose of the convention was for “a thorough reorganization of [the] 
order.” All of Kentucky’s castles were urged to send as many Knights as 
possible “as the growth and success of our order in future depends greatly 
on the numbers and appearances on that occasion.” Attendees were asked 
to “be very cautious that outsiders do not find out what we are doing.” Cin-
cinnati papers accused the convention of having treasonable objectives, 
but the proceedings were not otherwise reported.11

 Toward the end of May, the Kentucky legislature also focused its atten-
tion on the Knights. In reaction to a Kentucky House resolution seeking 
an investigation of the Lincoln administration’s efforts to infiltrate arms 
into Kentucky, Unionist Nat Wolfe of Louisville introduced an amend-
ment seeking a report on the KGC including the names of its o∞cers, 
whether members of the Kentucky legislature were involved, and what 
obligations its members were required to take in opposition to the United 
States government. The resolution also sought secret correspondence be-
tween Governor Mago∞n and Confederate authorities or seceded states as 
to the furnishing of troops or the secession of Kentucky. Wolfe’s investigat-
ing committee quickly issued hundreds of subpoenas to high government 
o∞cials, the head of the Southern Rights Party’s executive committee, and 
the Louisville Courier’s editor. But the legislature adjourned on May 24 
and did not provide funds or authority for Wolfe’s committee to continue 
its investigation.12
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 In reaction to Representative Wolfe’s resolution, George Bickley him-
self, as president of the KGC’s American Legion, published “An Open Let-
ter to the Kentucky Legislature” in the pro-South Louisville Courier of 
May 30, in which he states: “Mr. Wolfe and a few of his intimate friends 
who have bargained away the honor and independence of Kentucky to the 
usurping tyrant, Abe Lincoln, have placed themselves in a most ridiculous 
position by instituting a legal crusade against an institution [the KGC] . . . 
which was always ready to publish for the world the information they pro-
fess to desire.” Bickley writes that to save the legislature any trouble, he has 
forwarded Governor Mago∞n “a full and complete set of our Degree Works 
(retaining only the unwritten portion of the same),” and he includes in his 
“Open Letter” the obligations of the KGC’s First and Second Degrees.
 Bickley further claims that the KGC has “nearly eight thousand in the 
State, distributed through every county, and the organization is growing 
in favor and importance; and the work will be pushed with the utmost 
vigor until the tri-colored flag of the Confederate States floats in triumph 
from the dome of the capitol in Frankfort.” He threatens that if Kentucky 
“should be tied to the Northern Confederacy,” the KGC will “invite and 
carry from the State ten thousand families of Kentucky’s best citizens, and 
plant them on the broad and fertile prairies of the noble State of Texas, 
where the K. G. C. in that State, will meet them with open arms and warm 
hearts.” While disclaiming a direct connection with the Confederacy, Bick-
ley says that the KGC membership “sympathizes deeply with the strug-
gling people of the South . . . and hold themselves in readiness . . . to lend 
the helping hand in the critical hour.” He also notes that one regiment 
[presumably Blanton Duncan’s] has already left Kentucky and others will 
soon follow.”13

 The Journal of June 5 reiterated Bickley’s claim that since February 1, 
1861, he had sent 535 men from Kentucky to the Confederate army and that 
further regiments were being formed, subject to the orders of Kentucky’s 
governor. In the article, Prentice ominously warns, “Such fellow-citizens  
of Kentucky are the purposes, and such the agencies of the conspirators in 
the midst of us.”14 The Frankfort (Ky.) Commonwealth of June 4 published 
a similarly hard-hitting article titled “The Treasonable Plot Confessed.” It 
exhorts: “Arouse Kentuckians, and place your heels upon an organization 
which boldly and defiantly announces its purpose to take from the dome 
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of the State Capitol the glorious star spangled banner, and place in its 
stead the ‘tri-colored flag of the Confederate States.’ We tell these valiant 
Knights that when they dare come to the capital for such purpose, every 
Union man, woman and child in Franklin county will welcome them ‘with 
bloody hands to hospitable graves.’”15

 The Knights of the Golden Circle were especially active in the “Jackson 
Purchase” region, consisting of the eight far-western counties of Kentucky 
beyond the Tennessee River, referred to by Unionists as “the infected dis-
trict” because of the strong pro-South sentiment. In late May, Bickley was 
in Christian and surrounding counties “drilling his men, depositing large 
sums of money, and secretly scattering circulars of all kinds.”16 The New 
York Herald reported that in the Jackson Purchase, “scarcely is there a 
town, village or school district that has not its KGC ‘castle’ and scarcely a 
family that has not one or more members pinioned in its fatal embrace.”17 
Vigilance committees intimidated Unionists throughout the Purchase re-
gion. At Paducah, White Fowler’s KGC “Committee of Thirteen” operated 
with impunity in driving out Unionists and, for a time, taking over some 
local government functions for the area. During late May, secessionists 
gave serious consideration to splitting off the Jackson Purchase from Ken-
tucky and forming a military alliance with Confederate Tennessee, but this 
was deferred, pending further developments.18

 To counterbalance the secessionists’ machinations, Lincoln and his al-
lies began to secretly supply arms to the Kentucky Unionists in May 1861. 
William “Bull” Nelson, a U.S. Navy commander stationed at the Washing-
ton Naval Yard, returned to his native Kentucky to coordinate the distri-
bution through Lincoln’s close friend Joshua Speed. Together Speed and 
Nelson secretly enlisted six prominent loyalists in Frankfort and organized 
a “Union Defense Committee” to oversee the initial shipment of five thou-
sand “Lincoln guns” that were augmented with further shipments. Ken-
tucky’s legislature also passed the Militia Act, leading to the establishment 
of a Military Board that made sure Kentucky’s state weapons were evenly 
allocated between the pro-South State Guards and the pro-Union Home 
Guard units being established in each county.19 In addition, a powerful 
patriotic letter was widely circulated from Joseph Holt to Joshua Speed, 
claiming that secession was being precipitated by a few score of self-serving  
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men, and invoking the words of Henry Clay: “I owe a supreme allegiance 
to the General Government, and to my State a subordinate one.”20

 The end result was that once Kentucky’s polls closed on June 20, the 
Union Democrats captured nine out of the ten congressional seats, achiev-
ing a popular majority of 54,700 (82,145 out of the approximately 120,000 
ballots cast). The only exception was the far-western Jackson Purchase 
district, where Southern Rights Party candidate Henry Burnett won 
convincingly. U.S. Navy Commander Bull Nelson subsequently wrote to 
Joshua Speed: “I am told that ‘your [Holt’s] letter’ and ‘my guns’ did the 
business.”21 The stage was now set for the even more significant Kentucky 
legislative elections of August 5.
 Meanwhile, despite Kentucky’s proclaimed neutrality, Union and Con-
federate recruiting continued unabated. During May and June, several 
regiments of Kentuckians were recruited for Union training camps that 
had been established across the Ohio River (at Camp Clay near Cincinnati 
and at Camp Holt in Jefferson County, Indiana, across from Louisville). 
The head of Louisville’s Home Guard, Lovell Rousseau, was commissioned 
as a Union brigadier general, and appointed commander of Camp Holt. 
Major Robert Anderson, following his heroic defense of Fort Sumter, was 
promoted to brigadier general and reassigned to Cincinnati to raise as 
many regiments of Union volunteers from Kentucky and West Virginia as 
possible.22

 On behalf of the South, Jefferson Davis appointed several Mexican War 
veterans to raise Kentucky regiments. He authorized Colonel Temple With-
ers, a native Kentuckian then living in Mississippi, to recruit up to twenty-
six companies. Colonels Lloyd Tilghman from Paducah and Robert P.  
Trabue, a native of Columbia then living in Natchez, Mississippi, were 
each authorized to raise a regiment for Confederate service. In early July, 
a Confederate recruiting camp—named Camp Boone—was established 
about eight miles south of the Kentucky line near Guthrie. By mid-July, 
several thousand Kentucky volunteers arrived at Camp Boone, including 
the nucleus of Withers’s Second Kentucky Regiment and 1,800 men from 
western Kentucky, which would form the nucleus of Lloyd Tilghman’s 
Third Kentucky Regiment.23 A July 12 letter to the Louisville Journal al-
leged that the Kentucky companies arriving were “mostly K. G. C.’s.”24
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 Not to be outdone, Bickley began recruiting his own Independent Corps 
of KGC Voltigeurs—a term used by Napoleon in the French Infantry for 
the handpicked company of irregular rifleman within each regiment. As 
“President” of the KGC’s American Legion, Bickley issued a circular from 
Clarkesville, Tennessee, on June 29, 1861, headed “Volunteers Wanted”:

Desiring to organize a Voltigeur Corps of Kentuckians, I hereby issue the fol-

lowing proposition: I will accept every company that shall be tendered to me 

at Clarkesville, Tenn., on or before the 25th day of July, 1861. This force will 

act as an Independent Corps, to be employed on the borders, and will receive 

the following pay. . . . If necessary, this force, which is already accepted, will 

be used in any locality where the enemy may be found. All companies will 

report to me at this place on or before the 25th day of July next, at which 

time I shall form a Camp of Instruction, to be under a competent and expe-

rienced corps of Instructors.

Bickley concluded his circular by noting: “It is extremely desirable and 
important to organize the State of Kentucky before the August elections, 
and to accomplish this[,] every precinct in each county of the State should 
have one or more castles.”25 Bickley reported in the Clarkesville Chroni-
cle of August 2 that [KGC] “Capt. Sloan, Capt. Robertson, Capt. Bristoe 
and Capt. Duvall arrived on Saturday, [July] 27” (presumably to begin 
instructing Bickley’s independent Voltigeur Corps recruits).26 At the end 
of July, Bickley also said that Tennessee governor Isham Harris had au-
thorized him and Colonel John. D. Morris to raise twenty-six companies 
from the counties southwest of the Green River. He also noted that he 
had supplied troops to almost every one of the regiments now reporting 
to Camp Boone.27

 KGC recruiting also took place at the Kentucky State Guard’s militia 
encampments. On August 1, Bull Nelson reported to Joseph Holt in Wash-
ington on the State Guard encampments held in June and July: “Governor 
Mago∞n’s camps at Muldraugh Hill and Cynthiana were openly recruiting 
reserves for the confederate army. I saw myself the secession flag displayed 
on two different days by companions coming from the camp. Cheering 
for Jeff Davis all the time. I am told that the K. G. C.’s held their chapters 
there and swore in as many as they could seduce.”28 The Louisville Journal 
reported that the State Guard encampment at Muldraugh’s Hill, near Lin-
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coln’s boyhood home south of Elizabeth, was so strongly pro-South that it 
was doubted whether any Union man would come there. The Journal also 
subsequently reported that at a State Guard muster in Louisville, Knights 
paraded with the Guard and were provided weapons. Many Unionists be-
lieved that the State Guard was just waiting for an order from Governor 
Mago∞n to carry out a coup d’état that would take Kentucky out of the 
Union. Such reports led to the Kentucky Military Board’s issuing an order 
in mid-July for the State Guard to turn in their arms, and the Board’s re-
fusal to appropriate any further money for State Guard encampments.29

 In the interim, George Prentice, the flamboyant editor of the Louisville 
Journal, published a hard-hitting exposé of the KGC on July 18, 1861. In 
it, Prentice calls the Knights “an intensely disunion concern. Its members 
bear the same relation to other disunionists that regular soldiers do to the 
militia.” Prentice says that he has all the secret documents of the order 
before him (likely received from KGC Third Degree turncoat A. A. Urban). 
He defiantly proceeds to reveal the Knights’ secret rituals, recognizing that 
“hundreds of members of the Order have sworn dreadful oaths that they 
would kill any . . . editor or printer who should be guilty of publishing their 
mysteries.”30

 Prentice’s revelations are unique in that they disclose the ritual of the 
KGC’s Third, or governing, Degree. In the ritual, the inductee swears an 
oath of absolute secrecy and promises to report to the KGC leaders on 
abolitionists, Roman Catholic ministers, and northern teachers, and do 
all in his power to put down insurrections that those suspect individuals 
might foster. The ritual then proceeds to an unabashed declaration that 
when the KGC intervenes in Mexico, it will “sustain the effort to reduce 
the 88 (Peon System) to 89 (Perpetual Slavery)” and to divide the newly 
created slaves proportionately among the members of the KGC’s three 
degrees. Third Degree members are given a preference for high o∞ce in 
establishing the government in Mexico. The ritual provides that a “Limited 
Monarchy” should be recognized as the best form of government until the 
civil, political, financial, and religious reconstruction of Mexico has been 
completed (with eventual annexation of Mexico to the United States as a 
slave state).31

 In his related Journal article, Prentice lambastes the KGC’s prohibi-
tion of Roman Catholics and foreign-born citizens as members, its dec-
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laration in favor of “Limited Monarchy,” and the preference given to the 
Third Degree for o∞ces in Mexico over the First and Second Degrees. He 
asks whether any man of respectable standing would “have the audacity 
to avow himself [a Knight], and proclaims, “If public opinion has not ut-
terly lost it virtue, it will speedily sweep this miserable Order off the face 
of the earth.” Prentice concludes by alleging that the Knights of the Golden 
Circle “is now and has all along been the central arm of the secession party 
of Kentucky.”32

 A few weeks later, on August 12, Prentice published the names of eleven 
Third Degree KGC members in Louisville, which included “Reverend 
G. W. Robertson, bookstore keeper,” as well as “J. W. Foree,” and “J. H. 
Watson,” who had been previously referenced as Louisville castle heads. 
Prentice said that the KGC had, at one time, three thousand members in 
Louisville, but this number had recently decreased to four or five hundred 
members, since many had gone south. He claimed that his July 7 exposé, 
“which was published everywhere except in the South,” dealt a deathblow 
to the Knights.33 “Col Ben M. Harney,” who had previously been a López 
filibusterer and in July 1860 had been listed as the KGC fund-raising con-
tact for Kentucky, is no longer shown as a Louisville KGC leader. Harney, 
the nephew of U.S. Army General Ben John Harney, joined the Ninth Ken-
tucky Cavalry on the Union side in 1862.34

 The strident newspaper exposés were matched by the growing intensity 
of the July political campaign for the Kentucky legislature. The South-
ern Rights Party waged a vigorous campaign, recognizing that the Au-
gust 5 vote would be crucial. Free barbecues were held across Kentucky at 
which states’-rights luminaries, such as former governor James Morehead, 
James Clay, and Humphrey Marshall, spoke on behalf of the local party 
candidates. The pro-South Louisville Courier warned that if a majority of 
Lincoln men were elected to the legislature, a conspiratorial plan would 
be set in motion to march northern troops across the state to Tennessee 
and abrogate Kentucky’s neutrality. The Courier also contended that the 
Journal’s exposés on the Knights of the Golden Circle were really a smoke-
screen to cover up the Unionists’ own clandestine military organizations.35

 The Unionists similarly waged an active campaign. Joseph Holt re-
turned to Kentucky for a series of hard-hitting pro-Union speeches, her-
alded not only in Kentucky, but also across the nation. Holt’s most widely 
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circulated speech, given at Louisville’s Masonic Hall on July 13, was titled 
“The Fallacy of Neutrality.” In it, Holt asks Kentuckians why they “would 
even consider standing aside and watching the best government in the 
world destroyed?” He denounces Governor Mago∞n for refusing to re-
spond to President Lincoln’s request for volunteers and calls Senator John 
Breckinridge “a lever in the hands of the conspirators.” Holt vividly raises 
the specter of Kentucky’s desolation, if it were to secede, by recounting 
“the confiscations and spoliations” in Virginia and Tennessee. He con-
cludes by begging his fellow Kentuckians to hold fast so that the blood of 
the Union would “not be found on the skirts of Kentucky.”36

 The results of the August 5 election gave the Union Democrats a clear 
majority in both Kentucky houses, which was su∞cient to overcome the 
governor’s veto. After hearing the tally, Kentucky congressman Charles 
Wickliffe exuberantly announced to the U.S. House of Representatives in 
Washington: “The news from Kentucky is to the effect that she is wholly 
for the Union; that as she was one of the first to come in, she will be one of 
the last to leave it.”37 The Louisville Journal heralded the result as a man-
date for the Union and said that the Southern Rights Party should “aban-
don all thought of further resistance and quietly acquiesce in what the 
people have spoken and done.” On the other hand, the Southern Rightists 
said the close vote in many precincts showed a mounting southern senti-
ment and that things might have gone the other way if those Kentuckians 
who had already gone south were included.38

 In reaction to the election setback, Kentucky’s Southern Rights Party 
organized a series of peace meetings throughout the commonwealth, 
hoping to unite both Unionists and Southern Rightists behind the cause 
of neutrality. At a Louisville meeting, “Peace Rights” speakers called on 
Kentuckians to wear white rosettes and fly peace flags from their homes 
and vehicles. A white flag was soon flown at Reverend G. W. Robinson’s 
bookstore in Louisville, where a castle of the Knights of the Golden Circle 
regularly met. On August 20, the Journal sarcastically asked “whether 
[Robinson] and the rest of the Knights mean to invade Mexico with white 
flags over their heads, white rosettes upon their bosoms, and white rib-
bons in their button-holes.”39

 These peace meetings were soon followed by neutrality picnics at which 
Southern Rights Party notables, such as Senator John Breckinridge, James 
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Clay, and on occasion Governor Mago∞n, spoke to the assembled partici-
pants. Brigadier General William “Bull” Nelson and his men soon decided 
to put an end to these “anti-Lincoln picnics.” After warning Governor 
Mago∞n not to attend, Nelson’s men showed up at a September 5 picnic 
in Owens County, where they intended to arrest John Breckinridge. But 
Breckinridge had gotten word of his impending arrest and led the exodus 
of many of the Southern Rights Party leaders toward eastern Kentucky 
and then to Richmond.40 In Richmond, Breckinridge accepted a Confed-
erate commission as a brigadier general. He returned to Bowling Green, 
Kentucky, in November to serve in the Confederate army in central Ken-
tucky commanded by former State Guard commander Simon Buckner, 
who was now also a Confederate brigadier general.41

 In the interim, on September 3, Gideon Pillow, with seventeen thou-
sand Confederate troops, invaded western Kentucky. This prompted a 
counterinvasion from Cairo, Illinois, by Union General Ulysses Grant, who 
took and held Paducah.42 The New York Herald subsequently reported that 
Grant had captured documents from the KGC castle at Paducah allegedly 
showing that Breckinridge, Pillow, and Governors Harris and Mago∞n 
were members of the KGC, and that two members of Buchanan’s cabinet 
had furnished information helpful to the South.43

 In mid-September, the Kentucky legislature took a strong Unionist po-
sition and ordered the Confederate (but not the Union) troops to with-
draw. After initially ordering a Confederate withdrawal, Jefferson Davis 
eventually authorized Pillow to remain in Kentucky on the basis of “mili-
tary necessity.”44 The Confederates would soon occupy the lower third of 
Kentucky, but the state was now safely in the hands of the Unionists, as 
tens of thousands of federal troops poured in. They would drive out the 
Confederates by late 1861—the struggle for Kentucky was essentially over.
 Bickley’s efforts to establish an Independent Voltigeur Corps had appar-
ently come to naught. He said that he received an August 2 order to report 
to Nashville, where he learned from Confederate o∞cials that he would be 
expected to present his corps as a body, which he felt was impossible to do. 
Bickley accordingly gave notice that he would “take no steps outside of the 
State except on the order of President Davis, or Secretary of War, L. Pope 
Walker.” He lamented: “I have impoverished myself in this cause, and only 
ask to be treated fairly. I have furnished to the southern army over 38,000 
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men who are now in active service.” He contended he had not received 
“good faith” treatment “from the superiors in authority.” But despite this, 
Bickley said: “Yet no one of us will desert the cause of the South. We will 
never desert our principles.”45 Like the other pro-South champions, Bick-
ley exited Kentucky in September 1861 to avoid his probable arrest.
 After fleeing Kentucky, Bickley returned to his native southwest Vir-
ginia, where he attempted to raise a battalion of light dragoons. He sought 
Governor John Letcher’s support to obtain supplies for them in early 1862. 
But it appears that Bickley’s further effort to establish an independent 
command in Virginia also ended in failure.46

 During the first half of 1863, Bickley served as a surgeon in General 
Braxton Bragg’s Army of Tennessee. He drew his pay from the Twenty-
Ninth North Carolina Regiment, which was composed largely of men from 
the western mountains around Asheville.47 It was in mid-December 1862, 
in Bristol, Tennessee, that “Geo. W. Bickley, M.D.” penned his abbreviated 
biography, taking credit, in his typical flamboyant fashion, for initiating 
the Civil War: “I was thrown on the world penniless and friendless; yet 
with great energy I educated myself and rose to eminence in the profession 
of medicine. I have written many books, and vast quantities [of] minor 
essays on all conceivable subjects. I have built up practical secession and 
inaugurated the greatest war of modern times.”48

 As Bickley fled and the KGC state commanders and soldiers left to join 
the Confederate army, the KGC castles in the South became less active. In 
August 1861, Dr. Frederick G. Weiselberg formed the last known KGC cas-
tle in Texas, at Castroville. After this, the Knights’ prestige began to fade, 
as the hardships of war became a reality and Texans placed much of the 
blame for secession on the Knights.49 During late May 1861, the Daily Led-
ger and Texan (edited by KGC member Hugh McLeod) confirmed that the 
Knights had become “a much abused organization” due to the secrecy en-
veloping its operations.50 While recognizing that the KGC played a pivotal 
role in Texas’s secession, San Antonio Unionist editor James Newcomb 
wrote that “after secession was consummated [the KGC] were suppressed 
by the very persons who had used them; either fearing or loathing them 
as they would an assassin accomplice.”51 Castles in other southern states 
became similarly dormant as the KGC’s former leaders devoted themselves 
to the Confederate cause.52



knights of the golden circle

168

 For a time, the KGC castles in Border States like Kentucky remained 
active, refocusing their mission on encouraging Union desertions and re-
sisting the draft. In late 1861–62, KGC castles were reported to be spread-
ing across the southern counties of Ohio, Illinois, Iowa, as well as Indiana, 
where the order was estimated to have attracted fifteen thousand mem-
bers.53 Increasingly, though, newspaper accounts regarding the KGC were 
coupled with reports on the arrest of their leaders, as Unionist authorities 
cracked down on the allegedly treasonous organization.54

 In August 1862, a federal grand jury in Indiana found the KGC had 
spread across the Midwest and found its activities treasonous; more than 
sixty Knights were indicted for resisting payment of federal taxes and pre-
venting enlistments in the federal armies.55 Union General Henry Beebee 
Carrington treated the KGC in Indiana as a public enemy, and newspaper 
accounts said that this would result in its annihilation. This constant bar-
rage of investigations and arrests did sap the strength of the KGC in the 
Midwest.56

 During June 1863, Bickley engaged in a suspicious series of maneu-
vers that were likely related to the cavalry raid launched at the same time 
across northern Kentucky, Indiana, and Ohio by Confederate Brigadier 
General John Hunt Morgan. General Braxton Bragg, under whom Bickley 
was serving, had ordered Morgan’s raid into Kentucky in order to divert 
the Union Army of the Ohio from eastern Tennessee. Morgan and 2,500 
handpicked Confederate cavalrymen set off from Sparta, Tennessee, in 
early June. For the next forty-six days, they traveled one thousand miles 
across Tennessee, Kentucky, Indiana, and Ohio, disrupting Union com-
munications and spreading fear and havoc throughout the Midwest.57

 One of the purposes of Morgan’s raid was to enlist the Knights and 
other disaffected elements in the Midwest to rise up against the north-
ern war effort. General Bragg had previously issued a proclamation to the 
people of the Midwest urging them to join in the cause of the South. Mor-
gan assigned one of his o∞cers to establish contact with the Democratic 
states’-rights and peace-oriented groups (known as “Copperheads”), which 
reportedly had ninety-two thousand members. KGC lodges in Indiana 
were claiming they had the support of Knights in Kentucky and Tennes-
see who would help them “raise the standard of revolt” in an upcoming 
raid by Morgan.58 Southern sympathizers did converge on Indianapolis 
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on May 20, 1863, with plans to seize the weapons and ammunition at the 
state arsenal and use them to free and arm the Confederate war prisoners 
confined at nearby Camp Morton. Union authorities learned of the plot, 
however, and relieved the sympathizers of five hundred loaded rifles and 
pistols, after which the insurgents departed without incident.59

 The Union soldiers trailing Morgan initially failed to catch up and 
capture his raiders, which Indiana newspapers said was due to the food, 
horses, and information provided by the Knights of the Golden Circle.60 
Morgan’s men were eventually surrounded and captured, and Morgan 
himself was taken prisoner in eastern Ohio on July 26. He was incar-
cerated at the Ohio State Penitentiary in Columbus (a residence that he 
would soon share with Bickley).61

 In his suspicious quest to go north, Bickley first applied for authority to 
pass through Union lines so that he could return to his purported home 
in Cincinnati, Ohio, He was then sent to the headquarters of Union Gen-
eral William Starke Rosencrans at Tullahoma, Tennessee, for questioning. 
Here he denied that he was “the famous General Bickley,” but instead said 
he was the nephew of the KGC’s founder. Bickley was then paroled and 
ordered to report to General Ambrose Everett Burnside in Cincinnati, but 
Union authorities assigned a detective to tail Bickley on his journey. When 
Bickley arrived in Louisville, he left the train and headed to the nearby 
suburb of New Albany, Indiana, apparently to establish contacts with KGC 
castles in the area.62

 The detective trailing Bickley arrested him in New Albany on July 17, 
1863, confiscating the trunks and possessions belonging to Bickley and 
his female traveling companion. Among their possessions were KGC para-
phernalia, pamphlets, and a strange white powder that was determined 
to be part opium. Letters were also found that confirmed Bickley was in 
fact the head of the KGC. Nothing directly tied Bickley with Morgan’s 
June–July 1863 raid, although the press and Union authorities generally 
assumed this was the case. After his arrest, Bickley was taken to Louisville, 
where he was placed in solitary confinement; local witnesses confirmed 
that he was, indeed, the head of the Knights.63

 Bickley’s capture was widely reported in the press and helped to spread 
the rumors that KGC subversive agents were still operating widely in the 
Border States and the North. In August 1863, Bickley was secretly trans-
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ferred to the state prison in Columbus, then to Fort Lafayette in the harbor 
of New York City. During his two-year incarceration, Bickley forwarded a 
series of appeals for his release to national and state o∞cials, including 
one to Abraham Lincoln, in which he offered to instruct KGC members to 
support Lincoln in the upcoming 1864 election. Bickley was not granted 
a civil or military trial or even a hearing since the Lincoln administration 
considered him dangerous.64 Did Bickley’s arrest, as well as that of many of 
the other KGC leaders, spell the end of the secret society? Or did the KGC 
become rejuvenated, continue its resistance to the Union war effort, and 
assist in John Wilkes Booth’s assassination of sitting president Abraham 
Lincoln?



171

13

A REJUVENATED KGC?

A
s bickley languished in prison and the KGC became increas-
ingly dormant, another secret society called the Order of American  
Knights (OAK) was spreading across the midwestern and Border 

States. Phineas Wright, a quixotic St. Louis lawyer, had developed the 
OAK’s high-sounding “declaration of principles,” and he appointed himself 
“Supreme Grand Commander.” The first OAK temple meeting was held 
in St. Louis during February 1863, with the St. Louis chapter expanding 
to more than one thousand members by the end of the year. Wright trav-
eled to Illinois and Indiana, establishing further chapters and appointing 
a “Grand Commander” for each involved state. Former Missouri gover-
nor Sterling Price, now a Confederate major general, backed the society’s 
formation to help unite southern sympathizers in support of his planned 
invasion of Missouri. Price reportedly became the “Supreme Commander” 
of the OAK’s southern section.1

 Like the KGC, the OAK was organized in a series of three degrees, with 
the secret mission of the organization revealed only to the inner circle of the 
highest degree. The OAK’s publicly professed purpose, disclosed to lower-
degree members, was to protect states’-rights principles and constitutional 
liberties and fight against the Lincoln administration’s related wartime 
edicts, such as the suspension of habeas corpus and the Emancipation 
Proclamation. The OAK’s alleged secret mission was to undermine U.S.  
military authority, aid the southern Confederacy, promote insurrection, 
and create a separate northwestern confederacy in the states stretching 
from Ohio to Minnesota.
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 Local OAK temples were organized by township, county, and state, and 
headed at the national level by a “Supreme Council.” A grand commander 
was appointed for each involved state, which was divided into military 
districts, each headed by an OAK major general. The OAK’s rituals incor-
porated signs, passwords, and an oath of secrecy that mandated obedience 
to the grand commander’s orders and required the defense of the society’s 
principles “with . . . sword and life.” Each local temple was expected to arm 
and drill, and a system of secret police, mail carriers, and smugglers was 
initiated.2

 Felix Stiger, a Union spy who infiltrated the OAK, said that its Indiana 
leaders told him that the OAK was a reorganization of the KGC.3 William 
Stinson, a former KGC member who was also serving as a spy for Union au-
thorities, said the OAK was formed at Confederate Major General Sterling 
Price’s request because the KGC had become unsafe since its rituals and 
secrets had been exposed and so many questionable characters were being 
initiated.4 It appears that over time, many of the KGC castles in the Mid-
west and Mid-Atlantic states shifted their a∞liation to the OAK. Several 
OAK leaders, such as Indiana lawyer Lambdin Purdy Milligan, are known 
to have been KGC members.5 But in reality, the OAK was a separate orga-
nization with different principles, rituals, and, in most cases, leadership.
 Newspapers throughout the country also associated the OAK with the 
KGC, alleging that the OAK was “being erected on the ruins of the Knights 
of the Golden Circle.”6 In April 1863, reports circulated throughout the 
country about the arrest of four alleged Knights of the Golden Circle 
(more likely OAK) in Reading, Pennsylvania, for resistance to the draft 
and allegedly organizing a rescue of prisoners.7 In August 1863, Cincin-
nati’s Republican papers reported that the KGC (rather than the OAK) 
was intending to import fifty thousand members from neighboring states 
in order to elect Clement Vallandigham as governor of Ohio.8 Such reports 
caused widespread concern among northerners, who suspected a KGC op-
erative was lurking behind every tree.9 Before the Battle of Gettysburg in 
July 1863, scam artists sold paper tickets purportedly related to the KGC 
to local farmers, The scammers told the farmers that the tickets would 
protect them from Lee’s invading Confederates (who knew nothing about 
the ruse). Similarly, the New York City draft riots of July 1863 were blamed 
on the KGC.10
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 The Lincoln administration and its army minions did everything pos-
sible to associate the new secret societies with the KGC, in order to smear 
them with the negative notoriety that the southern Knights had by now 
achieved. For example, despite the fact that the widely circulated October 
1864 report by Judge Advocate General Joseph Holt concentrated solely 
on the Order of American Knights and Sons of Liberty, it began by stating 
that these Midwest secret societies were originally known “more widely as 
the ‘Knights of the Golden Circle,’ . . . being little other than an extension 
among the disloyal and disaffected at the North of the association with the 
latter name, which had existed for some time at the South, and from which 
it derived all the chief features of its organization.”11 Democratic news-
papers responded to the smear campaign by charging that the attempt to 
associate the KGC with disaffected Democratic groups in the North was 
really “a delusion . . . that has been purposely created by the Republican 
press.”12

 The OAK’s membership significantly expanded after February 1864, 
when a group of peace Democrats (called “Copperheads,” after the snake, 
by the Republican press) met in New York City and decided that an aux-
iliary to the Democratic Party would be useful in their fight to prevent 
Union General McClellan from obtaining the Democrat’s 1864 presiden-
tial nomination. They changed the name of the OAK to the “Sons of Lib-
erty” and gave the reconstituted organization a more overtly political ob-
jective. Phineas Wright was removed from leadership, and Ohio politician 
Clement Laird Vallandigham, who had been banished by Lincoln and was 
then living in Canada, became the northern head of the merged society.13

 During early 1864, Confederate authorities decided to marshal the se-
cret societies rising in the North and Border States to try to influence the 
fall 1864 presidential elections and counter the South’s deteriorating mili-
tary and home-front situation.14 Jefferson Davis accordingly sent Captain 
Thomas H. Hines, from Morgan’s command, to meet with northern and 
Border State society leaders to gauge their pro-South sentiment and their 
ability to help in releasing the more than twenty-six thousand Confederate 
soldiers then languishing in northern prison camps.15 During March 1864, 
Joseph Tucker, a Missouri fire-eater and newspaper editor, provided a con-
fidential statement to Davis regarding the OAK and its acts of sabotage 
against Union military installations, factories, and transport facilities, in-
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cluding steamboats on the Mississippi. In his report, Tucker bragged that 
the order “is the most perfect and the most secret the world has known. 
Out of 490,000 [members], only two individuals have ever shown a dis-
position to betray the secrets of the order; and these two men disappeared 
mysteriously.”16

 During April, Davis appointed two Confederate commissioners—Jacob 
Thompson of Mississippi, a former U.S. congressman and secretary of in-
terior in the Buchanan administration, and Clement Clay, a former U.S. 
senator from Alabama—to move to Canada to interface with the northern 
secret societies and peace advocates. Confederate secretary of state Judah 
Benjamin candidly described the commissioner’s mission as “secret ser-
vice in the hope of aiding in disruption between the Eastern and Western 
States in the approaching election at the North” and “to purchase some of 
the principal presses in the Northwest.” The commissioners were provided 
with $1 million to carry out this mission, which included rear-guard ac-
tions to release Confederate prisoners.17

 Clay, Thompson, and University of Virginia law professor James Hol-
combe (who was already in Canada on a Confederate mission) began 
meeting with the various northern and midwestern secret societies and 
peace parties in April. Among others, Holcombe met with C. L. Weller, an 
outspoken San Francisco Copperhead politician who served as the chair-
man of California’s state Democratic Committee as well as lieutenant 
governor of its Knights of the Columbian Star (KCS). As the supersecret 
Third Degree of the KGC, the KCS had its own internal hierarchical set of 
degrees (the 33rd, 57th, etc.). Meetings of the KCS were infrequent, and 
initiates were limited to candidates well known to current members.
 Doctor Fox of San Francisco, one of the most active KCS members, 
claimed that the KCS had twenty-four thousand members in California, 
which, “together with the Knights of the Golden Circle and the men they 
control could reach 50,000.” At this point, the KCS’s mission was to resist 
Lincoln’s election with all possible means, including force of arms. Money 
collected by the KCS was sent back to the East, likely to aid in the subver-
sive activities of the KGC and its a∞liates.18

 But predominantly, the Canadian commissioners concentrated on es-
tablishing a coordinated plan of action with the leaders of the reformu-
lated OAK, now known as the Sons of Liberty (SOL). Various meetings 
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were held with SOL leaders from Indiana, Illinois, and Ohio, each report-
edly representing more than fifty thousand members, as well as Kentucky 
and Missouri, where the SOL lodges were increasing. In April 1864, Cana-
dian commissioner Jacob Thompson met with the SOL’s northern leader, 
Clement Vallandigham, at a large SOL conclave held at Windsor, Canada. 
Vallandigham was a former Ohio congressman who had been exiled for 
his outspoken states’-rights and antiwar views. Thompson pushed Val-
landigham and the other SOL leaders to work for the establishment of 
a separate confederacy in the Northwest. They deferred, but did allow 
Thompson to channel funds to the SOL’s “Grand Lecturer,” James Barrett 
of St. Louis, for the purchase of arms.19

 Thompson again met with representatives of the SOL in July 1864, 
and together they formulated a plan for instigating simultaneous upris-
ings in Chicago, Rock Island, and Springfield, Illinois, to be coupled with 
takeovers of the nearby Union prison camps that collectively held more 
than twelve thousand Confederate soldiers. The plan was to time the up-
risings with the opening of the Democrats’ national convention in Chi-
cago. Related uprisings were also planned for Indiana and Ohio as well 
as Kentucky and Missouri, to be aided by the movement of Confederate 
regiments. Ben Wood, the editor of the pro-South New York Daily News, 
agreed to supply arms and offered to foment a diversionary riot in New 
York City. Once the uprisings were in motion, attempts would also be 
made to take over midwestern state governments, establish a Northwest 
confederacy, and sue for peace. In conformance with this plan, the Con-
federate secret service infiltrated sixty-two agents from Canada to Illinois, 
and SOL insurgents streamed into Chicago from across the Midwest.20

 But before the August 29 uprising in Chicago could take place, federal 
authorities (tipped off by informers) arrested several of the SOL’s state 
leaders, including Judge Joshua Fry Bullitt of Kentucky. Thousands of fed-
eral soldiers had been brought into Illinois to reinforce the Union prison 
camps. Despite this, other SOL leaders still hoped to proceed, but they 
then learned that Indiana grand master Harrison H. Dodd, who was ready 
to march to Chicago with five thousand SOL supporters, had also been 
arrested. On the eve of the convention, Captain Hines tried to rally the 
remaining SOL insurgents to join with the Confederates in an assault on 
Camp Douglas, but the SOL leaders balked. Hines accordingly recognized 
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that there was no hope of carrying out the uprisings and related prisoner 
releases, so most of the Confederates reluctantly returned to Canada. More 
than one hundred of the SOL insurgents were subsequently arrested.21

 Local SOL leaders did assist Confederate saboteurs in the attempted 
burning of New York City hotels in early November 1864. The plot was 
only marginally successful, however, since the perpetuators utilized bottles 
containing recently developed “Greek Fire” (a solution of phosphorus in 
bisulfide of carbon) that failed to maintain combustion.22 Union General 
Ben Butler arrived with ten thousand federal soldiers and arrested many 
of the participants. SOL leaders refused to carry out the further uprisings 
and conflagrations planned for the November 8 presidential election. By 
this time, Confederate authorities realized that federal agents had infil-
trated the SOL and that the organization lacked the wherewithal to follow 
through on coordinated subversive actions.23

 John Wilkes Booth also met with the Confederacy’s Canadian agents 
(perhaps as a KGC representative) during a ten-day stay in Montreal, Oc-
tober 18–28, 1864. At the time, Booth was active in financing the smug-
gling of quinine and other essential drugs to the Confederacy, for which 
he drew on his KGC connections.24 Eight months prior to the Montreal 
meeting, Booth had spent several days in Cincinnati with H. C. Young, the 
Memphis lawyer who headed the KGC’s Tennessee regiment (and was then 
serving on the staff of a brigade in Nathan Bedford Forrest’s Cavalry De-
partment). After the meeting, Booth tied in with the Knights at Memphis 
on his journey to New Orleans.25 In mid-August 1864, Booth had been in 
Baltimore, where he enlisted his boyhood chums and ex-Confederate sol-
diers Samuel Bland Arnold and Michael O’Laughlen Jr. (a KGC member) 
in his audacious plot to kidnap President Lincoln. It therefore is likely 
that Booth’s abduction plot was discussed during his October 1864 meet-
ings with the Confederate secret service in Montreal, and may account 
for the three hundred dollars in gold provided to Booth during his visit.26

 While in Canada, Booth is known to have spent time with two south-
ern zealots. One was George Sanders, a native Kentuckian who had been 
a leading spirit in the Democrats’ Young America movement during the 
mid-1850s. Sanders advocated the use of assassination to end autocratic 
tyranny and achieve political ends. He had reportedly threatened to apply 
the “theory of the dagger” (derived from Italian revolutionary Giuseppe 
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Mazzini) to the hated “Black Republican” president in the event of Lin-
coln’s reelection.27 The other zealot was Patrick Charles Martin, a former 
Baltimore liquor dealer described as “an uncompromising rebel,” who had 
been in Canada for several years after being released from arrest in Bal-
timore. In Canada, Martin operated as a blockade-runner and Confeder-
ate abettor. Booth gave Martin his theatrical wardrobe to be shipped to a 
southern port, while Martin provided Booth with the name of Dr. William 
Queen from southern Maryland. In a few weeks, Queen would introduce 
Booth to Dr. Samuel Mudd, who would later aid in Booth’s post-assassina-
tion escape.28

 The kidnapping plot that Booth and his cohorts were working on in-
volved capturing Lincoln on one of his unescorted trips to the Old Soldier’s 
Home, or a nearby location in northeast Washington City, and then ab-
sconding with the Union president to Richmond, the Confederate capital. 
Lincoln could then be used as a bargaining chip to extract concessions 
on behalf of the South, including the release of the twenty-six thousand 
Confederate soldiers held in northern prison camps. After enlisting Sam 
Arnold and Michael O’Laughlen in the abduction plot, Booth left Balti-
more in August 1864 to wrap up his acting and financial affairs so he could 
devote his full time to its implementation.29

 At around this same time, a number of similar attempts to kidnap 
Union political o∞cials and generals were carried out or planned by Con-
federate operatives. Northern Virginia partisans operating under Confed-
erate Colonel John Singleton Mosby had actually captured Union General 
Edwin Henry Stoughton at Fairfax Courthouse, Virginia, in 1863, and 
were formulating further plans in mid-1864 to kidnap General Phillip 
Sheridan and Maryland governor Augustus Bradford.30 In March 1864, 
the New York Daily Tribune revealed details of a plan proposed to the 
Confederate War Department to kidnap Lincoln. It also said a subscrip-
tion had been raised from wealthy citizens of Richmond for Lincoln’s ab-
duction or assassination. A similar plot to capture Lincoln, to be led by 
the KGC and prominent men from Baltimore (allegedly involving nine 
thousand secretly organized men), was also reported around July 1864.31

 During early 1865, Booth enlisted further southern sympathizers as 
conspirators. These included John Harrison Surratt, a Confederate spy 
and messenger; the hulking Lewis Thorton Powell, recently a partisan in 
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Mosby’s Raiders; David Edgar Herold, a Washington drugstore clerk who 
knew the southern Maryland countryside; and George Andreas Atzerodt, 
a Port Tobacco carriage maker who doubled as a boatsman. Indications 
are that many more were involved.
 Thomas A. Jones, the Confederate’s chief signal o∞cer north of the Po-
tomac, said that he became aware of a big scheme to abduct President 
Lincoln during December 1864 and make him a hostage, so that the Con-
federacy could dictate terms to end the war. Jones said that in addition to 
Booth and John Surratt, “quite a number of persons were involved.” He 
mentioned the use of men dressed in federal uniform to escort Lincoln’s 
carriage out of Washington and relays of fast horses held in readiness 
all along the route to Richmond.32 Fellow conspirator Davy Herold said 
that Booth had told him there were “35 others in Washington [involved 
in the abduction plot], and four that ought to have joined me” as well as 
“five men [who signed a pledge and] ought to have met [Booth].” Samuel 
Chester, an actor friend whom Booth had solicited, said Booth told him 
the capture plot extended to not only Lincoln but also “the heads of the 
Government at Washington.” Chester said that Booth told him that “there 
is an immense party connected with it” (which Chester took to mean fifty 
to one hundred) and that they were “sworn together by a solemn oath that 
the man that betrays them they will hunt down through life.”33

 On March 17, Booth’s core group rode out to abduct Lincoln on his way 
back from attending a play for wounded soldiers, held at Campbell’s Hos-
pital near the Old Soldier’s Home in northeast Washington. Their spe-
cific action plan was to overpower Lincoln’s carriage, handcuff the presi-
dent and his driver, and make a mad dash through southern Maryland, 
where they would cross the Potomac and proceed with their captive to 
Richmond. On the morning of March 17, the conspirators assembled at a 
nearby restaurant but found that Lincoln had decided to remain in Wash-
ington to attend an impromptu military ceremony. The conspirators were 
forced to abort their plan and returned to Washington in disgust. Thereaf-
ter, Booth, along with several other conspirators, made several mysterious 
trips to the OAK/SOL hotbed of New York City.34

 From this point on, the abduction plan became increasingly impracti-
cal as the Union army placed Richmond under siege. On April 3, 1865, the 
Confederate government was forced to flee Richmond to seek refuge far-
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ther south. This caused Booth to revise his plan from abduction to assassi-
nation. On the evening of April 14, 1865, Booth, backed by a number of the 
core group of conspirators, fired a bullet into the head of Abraham Lincoln 
while the president attended a performance of Our American Cousins at 
Ford’s Theatre in Washington. At the same time, Louis Powell viciously 
stabbed Secretary of State William Seward at his residence.35

 In the month following Lincoln’s April 14, 1865, assassination, Union 
authorities undertook a massive dragnet, bringing in and/or taking state-
ments from hundreds of suspects, including Bickley at his prison cell at 
Fort Warren.36 A surprising number of these witnesses referenced the old 
Knights of the Golden Circle as being involved with plots against Lin-
coln. For example, Charles Cowlen, a Confederate conscript who resided 
in Richmond after 1863, stated that he had heard frequent references to 
plans to assassinate the U.S. president and cabinet o∞cers as part of a 
broader plot to overthrow the U.S. government: “While I believe that the 
organization known as the K. G. C. was the active working party, they were 
controlled and ordered by the o∞cials of the Rebel Govt.”37

 Henry Burnett, the special judge advocate appointed by the Union gov-
ernment to marshal the massive evidence developed for the Lincoln assas-
sination trial, saw evidence of a rejuvenated KGC. In a May 2, 1865, memo, 
Burnett states: “Soon after the commencement of the Rebellion, the secret 
order, known as the ‘Knights of the Golden Circle’ throughout the Western 
and border states, ceased to meet or show any signs of vitality.” Burnett 
further states that in late 1862 and early 1863, “the order had been re-
christened under the name of ‘American Knights’ and grown to formidable 
proportions” in the North, although he notes that federal authorities had 
thwarted its attempt to establish a northwestern confederacy. But at the 
end of his memo, Burnett observes that more recently, men of “a perverted 
nature” have been seen drifting up from the South: “I find the footprints of 
this old Order of the Knights of the Golden Circle crossing my path in all 
directions, probably brought here from the South.”38

 Before the war, castles of the KGC were active in Baltimore, Richmond, 
and the District of Columbia and were known to have interacted with each 
other. Was the KGC as an organization rejuvenated in 1865, and could it 
have been behind Booth’s plots to abduct and then assassinate Lincoln and 
his cabinet?
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 As indicated, Michael O’Laughlen confessed to having belonged to the 
KGC, and his older brother William was also identified as having been a 
KGC member before the war. William O’Laughlen, described as a large, 
rough-looking man with sandy whiskers, was seen in Washington a few 
weeks before the assassination, looking for letters at the boardinghouse 
that Michael had recently vacated.39 Samuel Street, a former Confed-
erate soldier who now served as a sergeant in the Union army outside 
Washington, stated that he had joined the KGC with William O’Laughlen 
during the late 1850s. Street knew Wilkes Booth from their old Exeter 
Street neighborhood and had been a college mate of the future actor. In 
the weeks prior to the assassination, Street obtained four passes to go to 
Washington on frivolous pretexts (running into Booth and O’Laughlen 
several times). On the night of the assassination, he allegedly passed suspi-
cious characters through the Union lines and spoke of “something going 
to happen that night.”40 Could Street have been one of the men in fed-
eral uniform that Thomas Jones said would escort the conspirators out of 
Washington?
 The fact that other conspirators did not, like O’Laughlen, admit to be-
longing to the KGC, does not mean they did not. As indicated, the KGC’s 
higher degrees prohibited members from telling outsiders about involve-
ment upon threat of pain or death. Samuel Arnold later denied being a 
member of the KGC, but he admitted that Booth had administered an 
oath of secrecy to him and the other conspirators. Arnold had three broth-
ers who could have been KGC members; like Sam, they had grown up 
in Booth’s old Baltimore neighborhood and had joined the Confederate 
army.41 Co-conspirator Edman Spangler, a long-standing Booth devotee 
who shared his pro-South sentiments, had also lived in the old Exeter 
Street neighborhood where a Baltimore castle of the KGC met.42

 Lewis Powell claimed he first met Booth in Richmond at the beginning 
of the war and was mesmerized by the actor’s grace and charm. Perhaps 
Booth convinced Powell to join the Richmond KGC at that time.43 Pow-
ell spent January through March 1865 in Baltimore, residing at Joseph 
Branson’s boardinghouse and frequenting David Preston Parr’s china 
shop, where Powell established ongoing contacts with Confederate cou-
rier and conspirator John Harrison Surratt Jr. Shortly after being arrested 
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as a Confederate spy during March 1865, Powell left Baltimore. On the 
eve of his hanging, Powell confessed that the owner/operator of the Balti-
more boardinghouse (Joseph Branson) was in on the abduction plot and 
that Powell had, for months before the assassination, worked in the Con-
federate secret service journeying back and forth between Richmond and 
Washington in conference with prominent men. Powell also revealed that 
leading men of Richmond were intensely interested in the abduction plot 
for which Booth was the key player.44

 In a letter dated May 14, 1865, to the War Department, an anonymous 
correspondent from Baltimore alleges that several conspirators had famil-
ial connections to the KGC. The letter states that “the elder Herold” was a 
Knight and also “Surratt.”45 Since David Herold had only sisters, the “elder 
Herold” likely refers to his father—Adam Herold—who was an employee 
of the Washington Navy Yard, a member of various fraternal organizations, 
and who owned several buildings in his native Baltimore and Washington 
City.46 “Surratt” may refer to John Surratt’s father, a known southern sym-
pathizer who died in August 1862. It also may refer to John Surratt’s older 
brother, Isaac, who lived in Baltimore and went to Texas shortly before 
Lincoln’s election, reportedly to show his disdain for the incoming Re-
publican administration. In Texas, Isaac served as a mail courier and then 
joined the Confederate army in 1862, where he served (alongside George 
Chilton) in Duff ’s Partisan Rangers (Thirty-Third Texas Cavalry), rising 
to the rank of sergeant.47 At the end of the war, Union Major General  
Frederick Steele reported that Isaac was “a desperate character” who was  
returning to Washington for the purpose of assassinating President John-
son (although Isaac’s subsequent conduct didn’t confirm this).48

 With respect to KGC involvement by Booth’s theater friends, Samuel 
Chester said that in addition to Booth, several members of the Richmond 
acting company joined the “secret organization” in 1858 or 1859. Chester 
specifically mentioned Louis Carland, who in 1865 was the wardrobe man 
at Ford’s Theatre. Carland was there on the night of Lincoln’s assassination 
and later admitted to having talked with Booth only an hour before. After 
the assassination, Carland reportedly hid in his house for three days out 
of fear of being apprehended. A few weeks before, Carland had stirred up 
“some damned Yankee o∞cers” by expressing pro-South sentiments and 
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saying he “wished the damned Yankees were all killed.” He had earlier met 
with Booth along with a group of men at the Waverly House that included 
“Tom Burns of Baltimore, MD” (possibly KGC head James Byrnes).49

 Like Carland, Edman (“Ned”) Spangler, a carpenter and sceneshifter at 
the theater and longtime Booth confidant, was there on the night of the 
assassination. A witness said he overheard Spangler offering Booth any 
assistance he needed and wishing “that the damn old son of bitch will be 
killed here tonight.” An assistant sceneshifter also testified that after Booth 
fled, Spangler slapped him on the back of his hand and said, “Don’t say 
which way he went.”50 Other witnesses said that James Lamb, the scene 
painter at Ford’s, had frequently used derogatory language against Lin-
coln and, on one occasion, had said he ought to be killed.51 A number of 
the other Ford’s Theatre staff also displayed strong pro-South sympathies, 
came under suspicion, and were arrested. These included Ford’s head car-
penter, James Gifford; its property man, James Maddox; as well as Henry 
Clay Ford, brother of the theater owner, who was a confidant of Booth and 
had alerted him that Lincoln would be attending the theater on the night 
of the assassination.52

 Several of Booth’s other actor friends could also have been among those 
who joined the KGC in Richmond, including Samuel Knapp Chester, who 
told government investigators about Booth’s and Carland’s involvement in 
the Richmond secret society. Chester further said that Booth told him that 
“he had broached the abduction affair to several other actor friends,” in-
cluding John Matthews, who supposedly also refused to become involved. 
Matthews was the actor to whom Booth gave a letter for the National In-
telligencer, which explained why Booth was committing the assassination 
(which Matthews subsequently destroyed). A mutual friend testified that 
Matthews “is knowing of all Booth’s proceedings.”53 Booth also was room-
ing with his long-standing actor friend John McCullough at the National 
Hotel in the weeks leading up to the assassination. Given Booth’s loose lips 
regarding the abduction plot, it seems likely that McCullough would have 
become aware that something was going on. McCullough had earlier made 
derogatory statements regarding Lincoln and said that he “should be put 
out of the way.”54

 Around the time of the assassination, there were a number of Knights 
in northern Virginia who were likely intending to be involved in aiding 
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Booth’s escape. Davy Herold said Booth indicated that at the time they 
crossed to Virginia, there were five men who had signed a letter pledg-
ing to meet him.55 Maryland KGC leader Robert H. Archer, together with 
Virginian John Tayloe VI (who claimed to be with Mosby’s Raiders), were 
captured on April 24 in a rowboat on the Potomac River off Nanjemoy 
Creek. This was around the time that Booth and Herold were expected to 
be crossing the Potomac River into Virginia. Both Archer and Tayloe had 
previously served in the Confederate army, but asserted that they had been 
paroled and were operating as private citizens at the time of their capture.56 
Upon reaching Virginia, Booth told Dr. Richard Stewart [Stuart], “we are  
Marylanders and want to go to [John] Mosby.” At the time, the Confed-
erate partisan ranger unit under John Mosby did have men in northern 
Virginia near the point where Booth was expected to be escaping.57

 Booth also told a Confederate Signal Corps o∞cer that he was trying 
to reach the Orange County Courthouse, which was near the Confederate 
camp at Gordonsville, Virginia, commanded by Cornelius Boyle, formerly 
the head of the District’s National Volunteers and a likely member of its 
KGC.58 Boyle, a noted Washington medical doctor, was now provost mar-
shal for northern Virginia and had commanded the Gordonsville camp 
since 1862. He was heavily involved in Confederate undercover operations, 
serving as an essential link for the Confederate Signal Corps as well as 
for the “secret line” of Confederate agents who passed messages between 
Richmond and Washington.59

 Boyle’s apparent relationship to the Lincoln assassination plot is also 
indicated by counterpart letters sent from “Senior” of New York on April 
10, 1865, to “Geo. Surratt (care of the Surratt Boarding House in Washing-
ton),” as well as “Jno. Surratt, and Dr. Cornelius Boyle,” stating, “Your [sic] 
are to attempt the murder of Secretary Seward while I am to attempt for 
the life of Mr. Chase and if we succeed in getting away we are all bound for 
Canada.”60 “Senior” was the title used by the Order of American Knights 
for its presiding o∞cer at meetings, and there were reportedly sixty thou-
sand members of OAK/SOL in New York City.61 In addressing “Geo. Sur-
ratt,” the correspondent may have meant conspirator George Atzerodt, 
who was staying at the Surratt boardinghouse in early April.62 Atzerodt, in 
his subsequently disclosed confession, said that Booth told him of a plan 
by “a party in New York who would get the prest. [president] certain” by 
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mining the Executive Mansion (for which Thomas F. Harney, a sergeant 
in the Confederate Torpedo Bureau, had led an aborted attempt backed 
by the Confederate government in early April). Booth and his associates 
had reportedly met with members of a separate action team emanating 
from New York who were recognizable by a secret sign when they were in 
Washington. Atzerodt said that Booth had urged his own action team to 
move quickly before the New York team could carry out the deed.63

 Booth may have also tied in with George Kane, the 1861 chief of the 
Baltimore police, whom Booth said he knew well. Pinkerton alleged that 
Kane was aware of Ferrandini’s February 1861 assassination plot and indi-
cated he wouldn’t intervene.64 Kane had been imprisoned from June 1861 
to November 1862 by Union authorities. He then migrated to Canada, 
where he joined the Confederate secret service, with the rank of colonel, 
and became actively involved in planning raids to liberate the Confederate 
prisoners.65 During February 1864, Kane returned to Richmond to serve as 
its liaison with the Canadian secret service. He convinced Jefferson Davis 
to establish a separate Maryland Line in the Confederate army and asked 
to be allowed to organize a secret service corps.66

 There is no doubt that a number of the conspirators and allies who as-
sisted Booth had ties to the KGC during its 1859–61 heyday. It remains un-
known whether the KGC castles around Washington City remained active 
during the Civil War and whether the KGC was involved in the assassina-
tion on an organizational basis (once the KGC was declared a treasonous 
organization by Union authorities, its activities and members went under-
ground and the paper trail largely ends). Alternatively, Booth may have 
enlisted his former KGC compatriots as individuals since he knew they 
were pro-South, detested Lincoln, and would abide by an oath to keep a 
secret. It is known, however, that the KGC had orchestrated the Febru-
ary 1861 assassination attempt led by Ferrandini (who was still around in 
1865), continued its threats to assassinate the northern president and his 
cabinet (which was incorporated in the KGC’s oath), and was still active as 
an organization in California, Oregon, and other locations (where it largely 
operated under the name of the Knights of the Columbian Star).67 Given 
this and the number of Knights (or former Knights) associated with the 
1865 assassination, it is possible that future revelations may show orga-
nized KGC involvement.
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W
hile it is possible that cells of the KGC continued around 
Washington City, it does not appear that the KGC’s prewar state 
regimental commanders were in a position to help orchestrate 

Booth’s 1864–65 abduction/assassination plots against President Lincoln. 
Ben McCulloch, the first KGC leader to be appointed to the Confederate 
provisional army as a brigadier general, had been mortally wounded at the 
July 1862 Battle of Pea Ridge/Elkhorn Tavern, Arkansas. Paul Semmes, 
Georgia’s KGC regimental commander, had been killed in July 1863 lead-
ing the Confederate assault on Little Round Top during the Battle of Get-
tysburg.1

 Maryland’s former KGC commander, now Confederate Brigadier Gen-
eral Robert Tyler, was recuperating from the loss of a leg at West Point, 
Georgia, in early 1865. On April 16, West Point came under attack, and 
Tyler led a contingent of “old men and boy volunteers” in defense of the 
town. Union sharpshooters cut Tyler down as he was peering over a de-
fensive wall of the earthworks.2 James H. R. Taylor, a KGC leader from 
Mississippi who had served as a lieutenant colonel under Tyler in the Fif-
teenth Tennessee Regiment, was threatened with a court-martial in No-
vember 1861 and resigned from Confederate service shortly thereafter.3

 Virginius Groner, the KGC’s Virginia regimental commander, was 
at Appomattox Courthouse on April 9, witnessing Lee’s surrender with 
the remnants of his Sixty-First Virginia Infantry Regiment. Groner had 
been appointed colonel of Virginia’s Sixty-First Regiment on October 1, 
1862, and except for a short period when recuperating from wounds, led 
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it through the bloody campaign of the Wilderness and Lee’s failed defense 
of Richmond.4

 Elkanah Greer, the KGC’s former Texas grand marshall, was at Mar-
shall, Texas, in April 1865, serving as the commander of the Reserve Corp 
of Texas as well as for the Conscription Bureau for the Confederate army’s 
Trans-Mississippi Department.5 George Chilton, who succeeded Greer as 
the KGC’s Texas grand marshall, resigned his commission in the irregular 
Duff ’s Partisan Rangers that operated on the Texas frontier during late 
1864, and returned to Tyler to edit the Confederate Journal.6

 Tennessee’s KGC commander, H. C. Young, had written Stanton from 
Cincinnati on April 20, 1865, offering details to assist in the identifica-
tion of the body of John Wilkes Booth, whom Young said he had “known 
well . . . for several years.” Perhaps Young was afraid he would come under 
suspicion and was trying to exonerate himself from Booth’s heinous act. 
After the war, Young served as the passenger agent on railroads at Cleve-
land, Pittsburgh, and other cities.7

 James Ross Howard, from Alabama/Louisiana, had served as a colonel 
of Alabama’s Third Confederate Cavalry and was severely wounded at the 
September 1862 Battle of Stones River. He resigned from field duty in 
March 1863 and served out the war as a judge for the military court in 
Major General Joseph Wheeler’s cavalry corps of the Confederate army 
of Tennessee.8 Louisiana’s KGC commander Henry Castellanos joined the 
Confederacy’s Twelfth Battalion Heavy Artillery in 1862, and fought in 
Virginia, Alabama, and Mississippi, but was discharged in 1863 due to a 
hospitalization. After the war, Castellanos became a respected member of 
New Orleans’s legal fraternity and penned hundreds of vignettes on city 
life that were collected in the book New Orleans As It Was.9

 Languishing as a prisoner at Fort Warren, George Bickley’s mental and 
physical health continued to deteriorate, and he increasingly engaged in 
flights of fantasy.10 During 1865, he tried to present the KGC as simply a 
prewar colonization society. In a March 1865 letter published in the New 
York Times, Bickley contended that the KGC had been solely dedicated to 
helping establish a constitutional government in Mexico. Bickley said that 
French royalist Louis Napoleon’s 1864 establishment of a “Latin Monar-
chy” in Mexico had now subverted the KGC’s goal. In his letter, Bickley  
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claimed that the total membership of the KGC as of July 1, 1862, was 
486,398 in the United States and 42,000 in Mexico.11

 Bickley’s March letter was followed by an even more curious “Circular 
Letter and Order” published in the New York Times on July 11, 1865, in 
which he claimed that the KGC was not in favor of filibustering, slavery, 
or secession. He said that the KGC had been established in every state of 
the South, except South Carolina, and in seven-eighths of the northern 
states. Accompanying the letter, Bickley issued a “General Order” indi-
cating that operations of the KGC had been suspended during the Civil 
War and would remain suspended until July 1, 1870. His “General Order” 
released the members of the Military Department from their allegiance 
to the KGC and said that in order to preserve an unbiased history, “state-
ments in reference to the occurrences of the war and American Society be-
tween the first day of January, 1858, and the first day of June, 1865” could 
be forwarded to the KGC’s assigned depository, Mr. Charles Templeton at 
Halifax, Nova Scotia.12

 Bickley was finally released from Fort Warren on October 14, 1865. 
He signed an oath of amnesty without any charges ever having been filed 
against him. Bickley lived the remaining two years of his life in relative 
obscurity, although one account says he tried to cash in on his secret soci-
ety notoriety by launching a lecture tour in England. Bickley died in Bal-
timore in early October 1867, and was buried at Green Mount Cemetery, 
in the same Weaver family vault that would temporarily house the body of 
John Wilkes Booth.13

 As Bickley’s comments imply, to understand the historical significance 
of the KGC, it must be viewed during two separate periods. The first is 
the 1859–mid-1860 period, when the KGC’s primary goal was expansion 
into the Southern Hemisphere. During this period, Bickley was in control 
and the KGC operated largely on a centralized basis. The second is the 
mid-1860–1861 period, when the KGC’s state regimental commanders like 
Greer, Groner, Semmes, and Tyler were in control and the Knights’ second 
objective—promotion of southern rights and support for the southern gov-
ernors—became paramount. During this period, the KGC operated on a 
decentralized basis in regional power centers loosely tied together through 
KGC coordinators. Bickley, who had been stripped of authority at the May 
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1860 Raleigh convention, was essentially a man without an army and was 
forced to follow the KGC’s regimental commanders’ directions.
 During both periods, the KGC possessed several features that distin-
guished it from the plethora of secret societies operating in antebellum  
America.14 Unlike secret societies that sought mystical otherworldly 
knowledge, the Knights pursued a real-world agenda of Southern Hemi-
sphere expansion and promotion of southern rights. The KGC’s secret 
knowledge was a practical program of Manifest Destiny expansion incor-
porated by true believers in the here and now. Furthermore, the Knights 
focused on military drill and training in preparation for militant action. 
This was an outgrowth of its Order of the Lone Star (OLS) forebear and 
was useful whether the goal was southward expansion or promoting seces-
sion. Its OLS background also enabled the Knights to involve all strata of 
southern society in a hierarchical structure where top leaders could pass 
down controversial goals and commands to KGC foot soldiers in oath-
bound secrecy. Given these features, the Knights most resembled the 
revolutionary secret societies then operating in Europe such as Mazzini’s 
“Young Italy” or the Fenian (Irish) brotherhood.15

 The KGC was not successful in achieving its primary goal from the ear-
lier 1859–mid-1860 period of Mexican colonization, largely because the 
American Civil War intervened. In early 1861, elements of the KGC still 
hoped to pursue Mexican colonization with support from the Confederacy.16  
Confederate secretary of state Robert Toombs wanted to establish an al-
liance with Mexico and sent Colonel John Pickett to try to achieve diplo-
matic recognition. These overtures had to be constrained, however, since 
the Confederate government did not want to lessen its chance for a much 
more significant alliance with France, which also had its eyes on the Mexi-
can prize. The French did intervene in Mexico, occupying Mexico City by 
June 1863, chasing out Juárez’s Liberal government, and reinstalling the 
Conservatives, who invited Austrian archduke Ferdinand Maximilian to 
assume the Mexican throne. If the U.S. sectional crisis hadn’t intervened, 
one wonders whether Juárez and the Liberals would have changed their 
mind and invited the Knights to establish a Mexican colony as a counter-
balance against French intervention.17

 It is during the mid-1860–1861 period—when the Knights shifted its 
paramount goal to supporting the southern governors—that the KGC 
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achieved its greatest successes. The Knights provided a multistate net-
work of state and local militia leaders that helped coordinate the drive for 
secession. In states like Texas and Virginia, the Knights became the strong 
arm of secession, employing extralegal measures to force secession and 
intimidate Unionists. It also served as a militant base to initiate bold ac-
tions such as the takeover of federal forts in the South. Knights who were 
not in favor of disunion (like the “North Texan”) dropped or were forced 
out. The success of the KGC’s program in helping to achieve secession 
unfortunately showed that a clandestine militant group of oath-bound 
zealots could get their way by influencing public opinion and silencing 
dissenters.18 This undoubtedly led to the formation of similar hierarchical 
militant groups after the Civil War such as the Ku Klux Klan.19

 The Knights’ secrecy ultimately became a double-edged sword, how-
ever. It initially served to shroud the more controversial militant and pro-
slavery aspects of the KGC’s program and prevent the type of press and 
public disclosures that had undermined Quitman’s 1854 Cuban expedition. 
But the KGC’s oath and secrecy eventually inhibited recruiting and forced 
the Knights to operate as the core of more transparent front organizations 
such as the Minute Men and National Volunteers. Its secrecy also served 
as the point of attack by its opponents such as Judge George Paschal and 
James Newcomb in Texas, George Prentice in Kentucky, as well as Lincoln  
administration hard-liners, like Joseph Holt, and the Union Leagues.
 It is clear, given its multistate operations and the stature of its regi-
mental commanders, that the KGC was a more powerful and extensive 
organization than historians have generally assumed.20 While much has 
been uncovered, it is likely that some things remain unknown due to the 
loss or destruction of records during the Civil War. We know that the 
Knights held state conventions in Kentucky and Texas, but were similar 
conventions held in other states where the KGC existed? Probably. Did 
the Knights’ state regimental commanders ever hold a further meeting in 
late 1860 or early 1861? Possibly. And then there are the legends that the 
Knights buried gold throughout the South so it could rise again and that 
it assisted with and/or benefited from the robberies of Frank and Jesse 
James and their gang.21 Doubtful.
 The key points regarding the KGC are known, however, and are truly 
significant. In early 1861, the Knights formed a powerful militant force 
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that helped wrest a number of key southern states, like Texas and Vir-
ginia, from the Union. They then contributed leaders and manpower to 
the nascent Confederate army that enabled it to ramp up from nothing to 
two hundred thousand men by September 1861. As Bickley claimed, the 
Knights “built up practical secession and inaugurated the greatest war in 
history.”
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n. 1. In December 1864, Booth had also offered to disclose “something of great importance” 

to his longtime agent, Matthew Canning, who had owned the theaters in Columbus, Geor-

gia, and Montgomery, Alabama, where Booth appeared in late 1860 (Lincoln Assassination 
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 66. OR IV, 3: 717: Geo. P. Kane to Jefferson Davis, Oct. 8, 1864, in which Kane notes 

that “my knowledge of things up to the Canada line would very materially facilitate” a secret 

service role. Lee to Seddon, June 26, 1864, in The Wartime Papers of R. E. Lee, ed. Clifford 
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EPILOGUE
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Culloch’s death at the Battle of Pea Ridge/Elkhorn Tavern, Colonel Elkanah Greer assumed 
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 2. Sanders, “Robert Charles Tyler,” 6–7.
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Memphis in October 1867.
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 8. After the war, Howard wrote for the London Times (London), served as a soldier-of-
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Lincoln Conspiracies (New York: Random House, 2004), 391; Ethel W. Felber, Assistant 

Secretary-Treasurer, Green Mount Cemetery to James O. Hall, July 12, 1976, in Surratt Soci-
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ety Library and e-mail from Dan Monahan, Green Mount Cemetery Superintendent to Laurie 
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Orders, 37, 91–97, 156, 241–42, 278; Lause, A Secret Society History of the Civil War, 11–14, 
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derworld, 283–84.

 17. W. Davis, “A Government of Our Own,” 351; OR I, 50 (Pt. 2): 1038–39: Placido Vega 

to Maj. Gen. Irvin McDowell, November 2, 1861, in which Vega pleads for military assistance 

from the U.S. federal government for Juárez’s beleaguered government in Mexico. Heidler, 

eds., Encyclopedia of the American Civil War, 1268–69: “Maximilian, Ferdinand, 1326–27: 

“Mexico,” 1384–85, “Napoleon III.” At the end of the Civil War, many Confederate o∞cers 

and politicians went to live in Mexico after Maximilian offered to supply them with land in 

northern Mexico (on which he later reneged) (Andrew Rolle, The Lost Cause: The Confederate 

Exodus to Mexico [Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1965], 37–124).

 18. The Knights’ strong-arm measures help explain why the countervailing opposition to 

secession by southern Unionists that was expected by Lincoln, Seward, and the Republicans 

did not take place (Nevins, Emergence of Lincoln, 2: 305–6; Crofts, Reluctant Confederates, 

221–22).

 19. The original Ku Klux Klan founded at Pulaski, Tennessee, in early 1866 by six promi-
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basis and involved a number of ex-Confederate generals including Nathan Bedford Forrest, 

who had been elected grand wizard of the Invisible Empire (Jack Hurst, Nathan Bedford For-

rest, A Biography [New York: Vintage, 1994], 278–79, 284–87; David M. Chalmers, Hooded 

Americanism: The First Century of the Ku Klux Klan, 1865–1965 [Garden City, N.Y.: Double-
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Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Indian Territory, Maryland, Missouri, North Carolina, Ten-

nessee, and Virginia. With an estimated fifteen thousand men from the merged Order of the 

Lone Star, the KGC spread rapidly in 1860 through the tireless recruiting of Bickley, Greer, 

Groner, Tyler and other state leaders with support from a∞liated editors and politicians.

 21. Getler and Brewer, Shadow of the Sentinel, 77–80, 96–114.
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